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      For Mom and Dad.

      

      Thank you for showing me what true love looks like.
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      The too small, scuffed yellow chairs in the principal’s office never grew more comfortable for Adelyn, even after ten years subjected to them at Three Valleys Elementary School. She really needed to recommend buying bigger, better chairs made for adults to occupy the lobby. Until then, she checked her watch, adjusted her weight, and impatiently waited for the senior secretary to call her name. After the meeting, she’d take her boys to church, then home to finish next quarter’s lesson plans before winter break.

      But Adelyn and her boys hated winter break. Winter break might mean many things for other families: decorating homes with twinkling colored lights and inflatable characters decked out in their holiday best, wrapping presents, baking cookies, eating meals you apologize to your waistline for later. But for Adelyn, Chance, and Chase, it meant Christmas without a husband, father, firefighter, and the community hero Phil Sanderson. He’d died three weeks before Christmas, and the gifts he’d never open still sat in a crate in the attic.

      She touched her neck, his last Christmas gift for her—a single diamond on a yellow gold chain—hanging loosely there. You don’t think about attending your college sweetheart’s funeral with five-year-old twins in tow. Not after building a life together in a sleepy small town. You think about buying a home, starting a family, and the ways your life falls perfectly into place—not how easily it falls apart. The hole her husband left couldn’t be filled, no matter how hard she tried, and trying was harder every year.

      So many times, she’d try to go into the attic and unwrap the gifts sitting there collecting dust and couldn’t do it. The presents were the last piece left of a life she’d give anything to go back to for one more day, even a few more minutes, a time before the heartache of living without someone she anticipated growing old with. Adelyn wasn’t only grieving the loss of her husband, though the pain was more than enough to go through; she grieved the loss of the future she’d dreamt of since her sophomore year of high school. Where did Adelyn go from here, when she wasn’t sure where ‘here’ really was anymore?

      “Ady?”

      Adelyn stood when the senior secretary, Rita, called her name, picking up her secondhand teal purse and slinging it over her shoulder. The elderly woman, who worked at the same desk with the same reassuring smile since Adelyn attended this school, gave her a gentle wave before she entered the principal’s office. Rita was the only person in the principal’s office who remembered every student who came through its doors. God help Three Valleys Elementary School when Rita finally took advantage of her overdue retirement. She was the only one who knew exactly what piece of duct tape held the foundation together and kept the building from sinking into the ground.

      Rita also kept Adelyn from feeling too embarrassed by the latest in a string of visits to the principal’s office, which had nothing to do with how she handled her classroom. Now, Adelyn understood visiting her boss’s office because her classroom had problems, but visiting her boss as the parent of troubled children? Something else entirely. She couldn’t feel worse as a mother, like she’d failed her boys any time a student runner brought her a note requesting a meeting after school. Those notes didn’t happen often, but still more often than she’d prefer. Today’s note was the fourth since September; she couldn’t remember her own parents getting more than two notes her entire time as a student at the school. But she had two parents in elementary school. She had two parents now, and she felt horrid for making the comparison the moment it crossed her mind.

      She resented Phil more than ever when she set her bag down and took a seat—thankfully, a seat larger and better cushioned than the ones outside—in front of the principal. Mrs. Davies was new to Three Valleys Elementary and new to town. She still had so much to learn about small school system, where everyone knew everyone else. That left her with little time and tolerance for mischievous students. She had to be growing tired of these recurring meetings, as Adelyn was. She didn’t blame the woman for doing her job, the lack of luck leading her here, facing the principal without her husband again.

      “Ms. Sanderson, we can’t keep doing this,” Mrs. Davies said. Ms. Davies’s pointed words and sharp pitying gaze burned Adelyn. Anger bubbled in her stomach, leaving her small and helpless in front of the other woman. “I know your boys are…struggling to adjust.”

      “They aren’t struggling to adjust,” Adelyn said.

      Mrs. Davies sighed. “I think you should consider⁠—.”

      How could Adelyn explain the things she’d considered to a woman she barely knew, who barely cared? Grief counseling, family therapy, support groups; the list never ended. Adelyn didn’t even know how much of the misbehavior was grief…and how much was the twins being ten-year-old boys with more energy than they knew what to do with. Some of these problems had to be normal, right? Surely their mess wasn’t her fault? “Mrs. Davies⁠—.”

      “Talking to someone,” Mrs. Davies interrupted. “This many incidents in four months is unacceptable. If they don’t behave, I’ll have to do something. I don’t want to, but this can’t continue.”

      “I know. I’m trying,” Adelyn confessed.

      Then, Adelyn felt the look again. The look others gave when they thought they understood, but really had no idea. Until they lost a husband, or a father, they’d have no way of knowing how hard moving on without him could be. What the Sandersons were doing was the hardest thing they’d ever do, even five years later, but…Adelyn knew Mrs. Davies was right. She drew a clear line where what her boys wanted and what they needed to do met, and they didn’t cross it. They barreled straight over it. Her boys needed to stop doing… “What did they do this time?”

      “Trading places at lunch time.” Of course they were. Yeah, her boys needed to stop the ‘secret switch.’ “Sign this, and you can go.”

      Adelyn looked at the disciplinary notice the principal extended her and sighed softly, signing her name at the bottom and taking a photo of it for her own records. She knew her boys were good kids. They had a hard time reining in the mischief when push met shove. It didn’t surprise her that they’d stepped up their game leading up to winter break; this was always when their behavior was at its worst. She’d have to come up with new ways to keep them out of trouble this year, if she wanted to avoid signing another disciplinary notices before the next quarter started.

      She collected her bag and left the principal’s office, stopping by Rita’s desk to wish her a good night before she went outside to join her boys. She’d told them to wait on the bench under the grand oak tree in the front yard of the school. Thankfully they were doing exactly what she’d asked when she stepped outside. She already wasn’t happy with them and their decisions, so it reassured her to some degree to know they were capable of making one good one. She stepped outside and watched them for a moment, getting her game plan together before she made her approach.

      Chance and Chase Sanderson were balls of mischief. All smiles from the moment she’d held them the first time, she’d been forever wrapped around their fingers from. She’d heard it from everyone: Phil, her parents, her best friend; and she refused to believe it for so long. Now, she knew she couldn’t deny it. Her boys were the most important part of her life. Were they trying to take advantage of it? Did they think they were untouchable as long as their mother was on their side? They had another thing coming.

      But her heart ached sometimes when she looked at her boys because they had so much of their father in them. Light hair, dimpled smiles, and the little glimmer in their eyes when they dreamed up their next bad idea. Phil had the same sort of glimmer when he convinced her to do something crazy as lovesick teens. They looked more and more like him every day; and, while it hurt to see, Adelyn was grateful to know so much of Phil lived on in their sons. Most of the time. She could live without the constant tricks. They certainly hadn’t inherited mischief from her side of the family.

      Chance and Chase hadn’t noticed Adelyn yet, too focused on their own discussion. They were concerned, somewhat, about their mother’s meeting with Mrs. Davies. They were more concerned about how they’d been caught. They were identical twins, save Chase’s dark eyes, but who would’ve been paying enough attention? Teachers. Teachers were the answer, in case you were wondering. Teachers who’d dealt with multiple sets of twins with varying levels of likeness who’d played this same joke different times over their collective careers. The Sanderson boys never stood a chance.

      Of course, they weren’t so caught up in the details of their scheme that they didn’t know trouble was brewing inside the principal’s office. Adelyn didn’t pull punches when it came to their mischief. They could certainly kiss chocolate cake slices after dinner goodbye — though, that was likely the lighter end of the punishment coming their way. “We won’t get caught next time,” Chase said, a determined look in his eyes. “We can try it on Pastor Lawrence. Ow!”

      Chase held his side after Chance elbowed him, preparing to return the favor until he noticed their mother standing there. Her hands were on her hips, lips turned down disapprovingly. He really should’ve kept the bit about the pastor a secret, but Chance didn’t need to elbow him so hard. Getting physical made it even more suspicious if their mom hadn’t already heard him. Chase quickly asked, “Are you mad?”

      “No,” Adelyn answered half-heartedly. “Not mad.”

      She was convincing, enough that the boys agreed to get in the car before she gave them a dressing down for their behavior. Wrapped around their finger or not, Adelyn wouldn’t let them drive their poor teachers up the wall by trading places. She wouldn’t tolerate it from her own students and certainly wouldn’t tolerate it from her boys either. She had too much respect for her colleagues, her boys, herself, and her husband’s memory.

      Perhaps the only light at the end of this particular tunnel—and the sense she might be raising good kids—was Chase taking the blame. He didn’t need to; Adelyn knew her boys. Chance hadn’t come up with the plan, but he was as guilty, because she knew he hadn’t tried to stop his brother. She didn’t have any intention of lightening their sentence—no video games or desserts for the rest of the week, But, their attempt to protect the other meant she was doing something right as a parent.

      Today, she really needed a win.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m sure it wasn’t that bad.”

      “You weren’t there,” Adelyn shouted from the kitchen, cutting into the pizza she’d pulled from the oven. She wiped sweat from her brow, doused in heat when she’d opened the door, before she made four plates. “I don’t know that I’ve ever seen Davies smile.”

      She took two plates and went around the corner, handing them off to the tousled-haired twins who came to collect their meals after a wrestling match in the backyard. She sighed and went to retrieve the other two plates, taking them into the dining room. Her guest for the evening, her only guest most evenings, sat at the table, typing away at her own lesson plan for the coming week. Adelyn swatted her fingers. “Stop. Eat.”

      “You’re one to talk,” the woman in question, Kia, said before she did as she was told with reluctance. She was so close to finishing, but the smell of homemade pizza with thick slices of fresh-from-the-farmer’s-market pepperoni and three kinds of cheese was too much to resist. “If Davies really bothers you, you could always quit teaching and make pizzas instead.”

      “Ha. Ha. You’re funny.”

      Adelyn watched Kia raise a hand in surrender as she took a bite of pizza, moaning softly as the sweet marinara sauce touched her tongue. Something was so good about homemade pizza when you weren’t the one making it. Kia always said that if Adelyn could get a man to come around for dinner, her homemade pizza alone would make her marriage material. Though, the sentiment never failed to start an ache in Adelyn’s heart, one she covered with a quiet cough before taking a bite of her own pizza.

      Five years was a long time to spend every night with your best friend, sons, or parents. Adelyn knew she needed a life of her own, but finding a man to set her up with who could handle a woman whose life was all children, all the time, wasn’t easy. That, and Kia found her standards were too high for someone looking to take her best friend out on a date. The few men Adelyn had been out with since losing her husband had been, well, not right. Too loud, too forward, too into himself to notice Adelyn left the restaurant. That bad date was one for the history books. Whoever came into their lives next needed to be serious because Adelyn and her boys deserved someone ready to commit.

      But saving the world, scolding her godsons, and solving her friend’s terribly depressing relationship status weren’t the reasons Adelyn invited Kia for dinner. They were the benefits of having such an incredible friend. No, she was here on a mission to support the other passion in Adelyn’s life. “Have you picked one yet?” Kia asked.

      Three Valleys Assembly Church’s annual Christmas musical, a standing tradition for almost thirty years. Adelyn and Kia participated as children, and now Adelyn was in charge of planning, choreographing, and directing the show. The star-studded Christmas spectacular, complete with a technicolor Christmas tree to light the tree, was a special opportunity. Adults and children would spend time making music together in front of their families and friends, three nights in a row. No church event was bigger, better, or more important than the Christmas musical.

      “This is my favorite.” Adelyn handed her the director’s booklet for Star of Wonder; a simple tale told through the eyes of a stranger, Star of Wonder was about finding and sharing the true meaning of Christmas. Acts of kindness, words of wisdom, and belief in something more were the stranger’s tools, and the ending—something truly special. “What do you think?”

      Adelyn reached over, turning on the first song to set the mood as Kia glanced through the pages, meticulous notes in delicate handwriting across every page. The gentle tune washed over her, easing the tension of a long day from her shoulders. She found beauty in the simplicity, to think a single person could make such an impact on people who didn’t even know their name. “I love it.”

      “Really?”

      “It’s this one. You have to pick this one,” Kia insisted. This was the right story for them to tell at Christmastime. “You’re not going to find one you like better.”

      “She’s right, Mom.”

      Adelyn turned to see her sons standing in the doorway. She knew her sons were listening from the living room, but she hadn’t expected them to weigh in. They knew giving her space—after causing trouble—was the easiest way to avoid getting into more. They’d learned that lesson the hard way, more than once. She felt better, though, knowing her boys seemed to like her choice. They’d be playing a part in the musical too. Something about Star of Wonder touched her, and it spoke to the twins and Kia too.

      “Think so?” Adelyn asked, inviting her boys to sit at the table. She wrapped an arm around Chase, who leaned back against her, while they listened to the end of the song. “You know, there are lots of good roles in this. Are you going to try out for a speaking part this year?”

      He shrugged. The roles were another reason she’d chosen this musical in particular. Because of the story, she could cast people of all ages, and there’d be enough space in the cast for anyone who wanted a speaking role. She looked to Chance, listening intently to the final verse, next. “What do you think, hon? You’ve been quiet.”

      “I like it.”

      “Sounds like it’s settled then.”
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      Chance followed his mom into the old church after a remarkably uneventful day at school. He, and Chase, received a loud wake-up call during her record-breaking scolding that lost them their video games and sweets until the weekend. He twitched when her stern gaze settled on his shoulders inside the sanctuary, as though she didn’t believe they’d seen the light. He didn’t blame her. If one grounding could help a twin change their spots, they’d never be in trouble for anything anymore.“Alright. Backpacks in the booth, then you can go outside,” Adelyn instructed, kissing both on their temples before sending them off. “Stay in the playground, please.”

      He shared a look with Chase, then started off toward the children’s wing. The sooner they were away from her piercing gaze the better. But he hadn’t quite made it out the door when he realized they forgot the first thing they’d been asked to do. He smiled sheepishly, walking the backpack back into the tech booth, then followed after Chase. He wanted to reach the playground before she changed her mind.

      She didn’t often let them out of her sight when they were in trouble, and they didn’t want to stick around while she met with the pastor and volunteer tree technician to set the schedule. She’d hold auditions soon, and then the twins would have a chance to really show their skills. Chase had already decided which part he wanted.

      It wouldn’t be easy. Scoring a good role was hard enough without having your mother as your choir director. When your mom was the choir director, well, getting the role you wanted was nearly impossible. He understood why she rarely gave him the best roles, even if he felt like he deserved them, but a kid could only take so much disappointment. He was the best actors in his grade level, and he’d prove it when he got his chance. “She’s going to pick me,” Chase insisted. “I just know it.”

      “Are you sure?” Chance asked, rolling his eyes.

      “Of course. I have a plan.”

      Chance narrowed his eyes. He didn’t like when Chase said things like, ‘I have a plan.’ ‘I have a plan’ meant doing something that ends in one of three ways. They get away with it and Chance feels like he can push even farther next time. They almost get caught and have to lie their way out of trouble. Or, they do get caught, try to talk their way out, and get in trouble regardless—double trouble, depending on how bad they lied. If he could remove ‘I have a plan’ from Chase’s vocabulary, he would. “What did you have in mind?”

      “Come on. I’ll show you.”
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        * * *

      

      Her sons considered their next grand scheme while Adelyn sat in the tech booth, sorting printed script pages. She also supervised the installation crew as they assembled the grand tree structure. The wire and metal tubing structure of the massive Christmas tree went up first in the center of the pulpit. Then, individual plastic panels were sculpted from colored glass bulbs and fake pine tree branches. Finally, after all the panels were applied to the spiderweb of wire and tube, an electrician connected each to a single control board in the tech booth. From the control board, anyone could set a custom light schematic to match the music.

      While the musical they produced, rehearsed, and performed was important to the church, everyone involved knew the living Christmas tree was the star of the show. Rightfully so. In the middle of a performance, nothing was more beautiful than seeing the tree dance in a myriad of colors and patterns while the choir sang around it. The musical was a fun time for everyone in attendance, and an annual tradition for many in their town. So many turned out to see the show and Adelyn wanted to be sure this show didn’t disappoint.

      Their trusty tree technician Leonard had dedicated many years to programming and running the Christmas show. While Adelyn and the others appreciated his hard work, people noticed the church reused the same colored schematic three years in a row. With this new musical, Adelyn convinced herself they needed to do something they’d never seen before if they were going to continue being part of the town’s Christmas traditions every year. Her only roadblock was convincing Pastor Lawrence and Leonard too. While Pastor Lawrence was willing to listen to new ideas, Leonard was not.

      He wasn’t what she’d call grumpy; hard-headed and stubborn were more apt descriptions. He was resistant to change, trying something new, and making adjustments. Why? She didn’t know. She’d guess it had less to do with change itself…and more to do with his desire, or lack thereof, to learn something new. This year, she wouldn’t take ‘no’ for an answer. The pastor or technician wouldn’t know what hit them when they joined her in the tech booth.

      “Afternoon, Ady,” the pastor greeted her, surprisingly solitary. “Where are the boys?”

      “Playground. Where’s Leonard?”

      “Home.” Pastor Lawrence pulled up a chair, taking the second director’s booklet she’d set out for him. “He thinks he pulled a muscle working on the structure last night.”

      Adelyn sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose when she registered what the pastor meant. The tree, assembly and tear-down, was a ten-men task at least. Leonard preferred to work with a crew of five, himself included. But he shouldn’t have been lifting any part of the heavy steel structure anyway. It seemed years of doing it finally caught up with him. “Is he okay?”

      “He’s fine, even wanted to come in today,” Pastor Lawrence promised, waving off her concern. “I told Ellen to keep him home a few days before he tries coming back.”

      Smart. While Leonard was every bit of a grumpy older gentleman, his wife was fiery and not one to be crossed under any circumstance. They were a perfect match, so Adelyn didn’t doubt his wife saying ‘no’ stopped Leonard in his steel-toed boot tracks. Her concern now was what his absence meant for them today. They needed to test each panel’s wiring and lights as the five tiers were put in place, ensuring everything was up to standard, before they could decide what they needed it to do for the show.

      Even though the pastor was convinced he knew what to do, Adelyn wasn’t so sure. Leonard was very particular about the control panel and everything connected to it, so he’d never fully trained anyone else to do anything with it. Adelyn had picked up some in the years working beside him to plan the show, but she didn’t know if she could put it through whatever procedure Leonard followed to keep it running at top capacity. Well, top capacity to whatever degree a 17-year-old electronic Christmas tree was capable of. She made sure to mention it to Pastor Lawrence, but he waved off her concerns. He was the pastor, and was sure he could do it.

      He sent her up to the pulpit with the smaller control panel after a brief crash course of what each clearly labeled button did. From his position in the tech booth, he could switch the lights in the sanctuary off and turn the Christmas tree on. Idle was a simple set of white lights that illuminated the room in a warm glow and allowed Adelyn to see the wireless control panel she’d been entrusted clearly. Pastor Lawrence held up his hand, giving her a thumbs up before starting the simplest sequence. The tree cycled through the seven different light color options, one at a time, in 30-second flashing intervals. He didn’t want to overwhelm the slowly-waking circuits on the first run-through. Not when they had three other schematics to push through before they could sign off on the tree. “Keep an eye on that panel there, Ady. One of the guys dropped it last year when they were packing up.”

      Adelyn followed his directions to identify which of the panels was the one most likely to be a problem, standing underneath it while she listened for the next instruction. When told to start the diamond pattern, Adelyn raised an eyebrow. She couldn’t figure out which of the two buttons she’d mocked moments ago for being clearly marked was correct. Two were marked diamond, and she had to guess which one was right. She decided to press the green-taped one to start off with. Green meant easy, right? Her shoulders relaxed for the moment when she saw the diamond shapes glimmer across the tree in their multi-colored dance.

      She felt like a child again, seeing the tree for the first time as it sparked and sparkled behind the story of the holy Bethlehem night so many years ago. It hadn’t been nearly this intricate or colorful then, but it had still dazzled its way right into her heart. She remembered the first time her boys had seen it too, when they were almost a year old. She’d taken the year off participating in the Christmas show,. They hadn’t known what they were watching, but their eyes widened as the lights danced. Even cradled in their parents’ arms, they’d reached out, trying to catch a moment of magic in their little hands.

      Wow. She’d never realized how much the show came to mean for Adelyn’s family and others over the years. She’d participated in almost every show as either a singer, cast member, or director. Her husband served on the tech crew, and her boys participated in the children’s choir since they were four years old. Each of them had grown up in this church, performed on this stage, and been touched by this tree. She couldn’t possibly imagine another place she would’ve wanted to raise her boys. “What next?”

      “Checks!” Chance shouted.

      Oh, an easy pattern to figure out! She was quick to hit the button on her end while he set the colors. The momentary pause between patterns left the sanctuary cloaked in darkness, the faintest rays of sunlight echoing in stained glass, before the tree came to life once more. The tree was eager to dance with the checked pattern, bright colors flashing across the panels in a lively pattern. She only looked away from the beauty of the tree’s lights at full brightness when she heard the sanctuary doors open, seeing her boys standing there. She wasn’t surprised; she’d doubted they would last long in the cold anyway, so she’d been wondering when they would get back inside.

      She wasn’t surprised to see Chance hurry away from the sanctuary door and to her side in only a heartbeat. He’d been enamored by the technicolor tree since he’d taken his first steps. Chase, on the other hand, cared more about center stage. He stepped up into the pulpit and danced while the pastor and choir director tested the tree. She tilted the panel left, allowing Chance to get a good look at it before pressing the next button in the pre-defined order: dots. Adelyn found it sort of fun getting to be in control, audience to the tree’s first private show of the season.

      And, when they were finally done, Adelyn was thrilled by the old tree’s performance. Clearly the tree was more than capable of doing the job, and she happily returned to the tech booth to share those thoughts with Pastor Lawrence. His smile matched her own and was, thanks to the noticeable lack of opposing counsel whispering in his ear, willing to hear what Adelyn thought about a new light schematic. He didn’t necessarily believe the concerns Leonard raised year after year were unfounded, but he also didn’t believe trying something new would cause any harm. So, when Adelyn joined him by the main control panel, he wasn’t so sure he could or should tell Adelyn no.

      Part of being in charge meant doing the hard things. Sometimes it meant taking flack from parishioners who were angry at fellow parishioners for one reason or another. Leonard certainly wouldn’t be happy when—if?—he came back to work on the tree. Perhaps Lawrence was creating his own plausible deniability by putting distance between himself and the control panel, breathing out a half-hearted excuse about needing to adjust an offset panel. She didn’t mind. As she’d said half a dozen times in a dozen different ways over the years, she understood the program’s basics. She knew how to plan a light sequence to music and could start a new one without deleting anything else. It seemed easy enough in practice…until she saw the nightmare of programmable evil past the loading screen.

      She wasn’t so confident staring at the controls, but she did her best to follow the same process she’d seen Leonard do those times. She knew what she was doing—she’d never touch a piece of equipment like this if she didn’t think she did—but the program was different. Upgraded, updated since last Christmas; it didn’t matter much in the end. She could figure out
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