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  Chapter 1


James’ room was a disaster. How could he have lost his shoe today, of all days? How had he lost a single shoe? You wear shoes together, you take them off together, end of story. And yet, here he was: his room turned inside out and still only one black dress shoe. 
“James! Grace! It’s time to go. We don’t want Dad to be waiting! I’ll be in the van!” That’s it then. James was just going to wear his tennis shoes with his black slacks, white shirt, and red tie. Whose idea was it to dress up, anyway? he thought as he grabbed his red and white tennis shoes and headed to the van. Dad wouldn’t care if they showed up at the airport in their pajamas. He ran into his younger sister, Grace, at the top of the stairs. She was wearing her black dress with a pink cardigan for warmth. She had her curly hair pulled back, with a few loose curls framing her face. He could feel the same nervous excitement coming from Grace that he felt in himself.
“Ready?” she asked, smiling.
“Race you to the car!” James answered, and they pounded down the stairs together. The military had arranged for the members of the families of the returning military personnel to meet on the tarmac. James had heard of this happening before, and had seen it on TV, but had never experienced it. They’d always just picked up Dad in the airport pickup line or by baggage claim.
Mom was already in the car, applying lipstick in the visor mirror. She wore a black dress that matched Grace’s and more makeup than usual. The excitement was palpable. James looked over at Grace as she buckled into the front seat. She’d been having a really hard time last month with Dad being away for so long. She was sulky and rude, and James and Mom had no idea how to help. That’s when he’d turned to his books that he had received from his neighbor, Stan. He had read two of Stan’s books so far. The first one featured a blue dragon that aided him in confronting a bully. The second time was when he was looking for help with Grace’s foul moods. A grumpy troll named Tar appeared. For a while, it didn’t seem like Tar could help him, but in the end, the troll showed him the importance of listening and just being there for his sister. They were all overwhelmed with gratitude that Dad could be home for Thanksgiving. He’d missed all the fun winter holidays last year, and it just wasn’t the same.
His eagerness made the drive to the airport seem slower than usual. He was already imagining getting to wrap his arms around his dad.
They parked in the airport garage and headed to a security desk. Mom explained why they were there, and after showing the man at the counter their military IDs, a security guard escorted them through the security line and down to the tarmac.
“The plane just called the tower and said it would land in about ten minutes,” an airport worker in an orange neon vest informed everyone. As they waited, James looked around at the other excited families. Parents, spouses, and kids of every age shared the same excited and eager expressions as his own family. James continued observing those around them, in his mind thinking of how he’d describe them in writing. It was a habit he’d picked up from a creative writing class he’d signed up for through the local library.
“I see the plane!” Mom said, pointing to an airplane with the United States flag on the side. It was nose down, tail up as it came in to land. James’ heart raced as he struggled to find a place for his hands. He alternated between swinging them, crossing his arms, and shoving them in his pockets. The plane landed safely and everyone waited patiently as it taxied over to them. After the plane stopped, James expected the side door to fly open and the soldiers to run to their families. Instead, they waited, and waited, and waited some more.
Mom assured them that Dad was getting his bags and ensuring that everything with the plane was secured. Grace bounced on her toes, trying to see the plane door better. Finally, the vested airport workers pushed metal stairs over to the plane and the door opened. James craned his neck as he watched a few men and women in their green uniforms come down the stairs. A squeal drew his attention away from the stairs, and Grace rushed forward. She had seen him first. Dad reached the bottom of the stairs and dropped his bag. In two steps, he met Grace. She wrapped her arms around his middle and he returned the hug, lifting her into the air and swinging her around. Mom reached him next and James watched him take one arm off Grace to wrap around her. Mom’s cheeks were wet, and Dad’s smile couldn’t be bigger. James stepped forward and wrapped one arm around Grace’s shoulders and one around Dad’s waist. Relief swept through them, knowing they were all safe and together. They stayed like this for a long time before James pulled back at the sound of a camera’s click. They all looked toward the sound and saw a reporter taking notes and a cameraman with his lens pointed their way. Normally, James would have questions for the reporter, since that’s what he wanted to be when he grew up, but today was about their family. As they broke apart, Dad grabbed Mom and gave her a big kiss. James looked at the ground, not embarrassed, just awkward.
“Look at you two,” Dad said, with one arm still around Mom. His voice was deeper with emotion. “You’ve grown. I thought I said not to do that before I left!” James shrugged off the comment, proud of his height.
“I tried not to,” Grace said, “but it happened anyway!”
“You changed too, Dad. Look at those white hairs!” James joked. Frantically, Dad placed a hand on his head and looked at Mom.
“What?! White hairs, that can’t be right!” They all laughed. Mom wiped under her eyes, taking a deep breath. Dad released Mom and wrapped James and Grace in another hug. He stepped back, meeting their gaze. “Thank you for being so great while I was gone. Mom told me all about how helpful and kind you were to her. I’m so proud of you. Let’s get my bag and go out for breakfast! Somewhere nice since you all look so fancy! I feel honored.” James supposed dressing up was worth it, and no one had even mentioned his shoes.






  
  Chapter 2


Sitting across from Dad at the restaurant felt unreal, and James realized he was staring. He ordered a bacon and cheese omelet and reveled in the moment, allowing the conversations to move around him. 
“Your sister confirmed our Thanksgiving plans, so we will head there on Thursday. I also thought it’d be fun to get ourselves a Christmas tree this weekend,” Mom said.
“You mean we are actually cutting down our own tree this year?” James asked excitedly, finally looking away from Dad.
“Same as every year!” Dad laughed.
“Not last year. You were gone,” James said. “We got a fake tree from the thrift store- it smelled like plastic and cigarette smoke.”
“It sure did,” Mom said with a laugh. “I’m pretty sure it’s still out in the garage if you’d prefer...”
“No!” James and Grace interrupted at the same time. Mom’s eyes glinted mischievously as she looked over at Dad.
“Alright then,” Dad said, “Sounds like a great weekend. What are we bringing to Thanksgiving dinner?” Mom opened her mouth to respond, but Grace beat her to it.
“I’m making fudge. Your favorite! I have a few recipes I want to try. I know Thanksgiving is about the pie, but I don’t think anyone will mind. Mom’s making a veggie tray and a couple of pies, right?”
“Yes, I was thinking of making a blueberry pie and an apple pie. I have a frozen chocolate pie I bought on sale that I thought I’d bring as well. Margaret is going to do lemon meringue and pumpkin. Does anyone even eat the pumpkin pie?” Mom paused, thinking, “I really don’t think they do.”
“It’s just tradition,” Dad said, shrugging his shoulders. “It’s not too bad if you add enough whipped cream. Grace, tell me how soccer went. I missed the entire season, other than the updates I got from Mom.”
“It was so much fun. Our team won over half of our games. I made a lot of friends. It was hard doing choir and soccer at the same time, but I love them both so much I couldn’t give one up.” Dad nodded his understanding.
“James, how about you? I heard a lot about your newspaper-article-mayor-competition. How is that going?”
“It’s…” James paused, trying to find the right word, “good.” He cringed at the nondescript word choice. He was a writer, for goodness’ sake! “The first article went really smoothly, but I’m struggling with this second one. It’s written but I just can’t hit the submit button. This article will be in next week’s paper and I really need to get it in to the editor, but I want it to be perfect.”
“It’s good to want to do well. What makes this one different? Why is it harder?” Dad asked, digging into his plate of sausage, scrambled eggs, and toast the server had just placed in front of him.
“This newspaper is the holiday edition. Even people that don’t normally get the newspaper will get this one for the coupons and ads. It has to be perfect.”
“I see,” Dad said around a bite of toast. “I look forward to reading it.”
“Mom has the first one you can read, too. Can you pass the ketchup?” James asked, nudging Grace’s elbow and pointing to the end of the table. She handed it to him, seeming to be in a daze. He could probably ask for anything right now, and she’d do it. He couldn’t blame her. They’d imagined this day for months and now it was real. They would have to make the most of this holiday season together.
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