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      Genevieve Devereaux

      

      Stepping out of the elevator, being pulled along behind two snow white Husky puppies, one leash in each hand, I wondered why I hadn’t changed out of my high heels before picking up my neighbor’s dogs.

      The valet opened the door leading out to the dog walk as the puppies neared the door ahead of me.

      “Thank you, Jose,” I said as I followed the dogs through the door.

      “It’s chilly out there, Miss Genevieve,” Jose said. “You forget your coat again, yes?”

      “Yes. Hopefully they’ll be fast.”

      “You have the optimism,” Jose said. “But let me take them out for you.”

      “No. No. It’s okay.” But the cold air struck my skin, tempting me to let Jose take the dogs.

      Instead, I released the tension on their leashes and let them run. Holly and Molly. That’s what Mrs. Miller had named her dogs. She claimed her five-year-old twin granddaughters named them on a Zoom call. The way she doted on those grandkids, I had no doubt it was the truth.

      White clouds hung low, making it look more like eight o’clock than just four o’clock.

      I walked along the railing of the third-floor dog park of my condo building. From here I had a good view of Post Oak and 610.

      Festive decorations lined Post Oak Boulevard. Hundreds of twenty-feet tall metal Christmas trees glowing with lights—green, then red, then silver and back around again, this time adding blue to the mix.

      Bumper to bumper traffic right on schedule. Buses blocking traffic on the outside lane. Traffic backed up at the intersections. I worked from home three days a week, but on Mondays and Wednesdays I had to go in to the office. Fortunately, I usually made it home before the traffic locked up.

      Mrs. Miller, my neighbor across the hall, had broken her ankle two weeks ago and I had taken up the job of taking care of her pets.

      She had a daughter who lived in California—I’d met her a couple of times—who was travel restricted with expecting a new baby, not to mention her five-year-old twins, to come home to tend to her mother. Mrs. Miller also had a son who lived in Pittsburgh, but I’d never met him in the six months I’d known Mrs. Miller.

      She talked constantly about both of them. Bragged about how her daughter was a good mother and an accountant. She talked about how her son was a pilot for Skye Travels.

      I hadn’t known that Skye Travels had a location in Pittsburgh.

      They were a Houston company founded by the legendary Noah Worthington. I’d read that he had started Skye Travels with one little Cessna airplane and had grown it into the largest private airline company in the country.

      I had three aviation students that I knew of who had gone through my classes who had applied to work for Skye Travels. Two of them had gotten interviews and one of them had gotten hired.

      Apparently it was quite competitive and, according to my students, Noah Worthington personally interviewed anyone who got hired.

      Holly, I knew it was Holly because she wore a green plaid collar with a bow nipped at Molly’s heels. Molly, wearing a blue plaid collar, was more sedate. By herself, Molly would have been a quiet easy-going puppy, but together the twins were a handful.

      I found it interesting that the puppies, like human twins, had personalities on opposite ends of the spectrum. I’d used the puppies as an example just this morning in my Developmental psychology class when I’d talked about twins.

      I shivered as a gust of wind whipped around the side of the building and tossed my hair into my face. Jose had been right. It was too cold to be out here.

      I tugged at their leashes, urging them to hurry up and do their business, but they didn’t seem interested. Being Huskies, they thrived in the cold weather.

      Maybe I would round them up and come back later after I put on my wool coat.

      This was Houston. It wasn’t supposed to be this cold.

      Houston had two seasons. Hot and less hot.

      Besides, it was only the middle of December. The cold weather didn’t normally make any kind of appearance until January.

      If it was going to be cold, though, I preferred it be cold around Christmas. It was rare for Houston to have cold weather at the holidays. I found that to be unfortunate. If I could move up north, I would, but my family was here. Well, not here as in Houston, but in a small town just north of Houston. Maple Creek.

      “Two more minutes,” I called out to the dogs. Not that they listened or cared.

      In fact, they obviously had no interest in going back inside.

      I walked back toward the door and found a spot that was, at least, somewhat out of the wind while I waited.

      Jose opened the door and made a loud whistle.

      The two dogs, obviously understanding a dog whistle when they heard it, raced toward the door.

      I followed.

      “Thank you, Jose,” I said.

      Jose handed them each a dog treat.

      “Where did you get those?”

      “I brought them from home,” he said. “My dogs. They eat too much. So they share.”

      “I owe you one,” I said.

      “Just wear your coat next time. We call it even.”

      The dogs followed Jose—their new best friend—to the elevator and we rode back up to Mrs. Miller’s condo.

      I had left the door unlocked. The building’s ironclad security made it impossible for anyone who didn’t live on the twenty-fifth floor to get anywhere near it.

      There were only four units on the floor and one was vacant. Besides me and Mrs. Miller, the other one belonged to a pro baseball player who was rarely home.

      I thought of the twenty-fifth floor as our own little neighborhood. Each floor was a neighborhood and the condo building itself was a little town.

      Having grown up in a small town, it was how I made sense of the building community.

      I moved quietly even though Mrs. Miller was in the back of the condo in her bedroom and couldn’t hear me.

      I unhooked Molly. Then Holly. As they raced toward the back of the condo toward the bedroom, I hung up their leashes by the door. Mrs. Miller had crutches, but spent most of her time, when she wasn’t in physical therapy, in her bedroom.

      It was time to feed everyone. That meant the two dogs and Mrs. Miller’s two cats. I was a little more friendlier with the two cats. For one, I’d been introduced to them when I first met Mrs. Miller, before she got the puppies. And second, my grandmother had a cat.

      Our parents hadn’t allowed us to have pets growing up, but I had bonded enough with Grandma’s cat to tell me that I was a cat person.

      Not that I disliked dogs. Everyone, it seemed, had an innate preference for one over the other. Cats versus dogs.

      I walked toward the kitchen, my heels landing quietly on the carpet, wondering where the two cats were. They usually raced to meet me in the kitchen when it was time to eat.

      I turned the corner and squealed, literally jumping backwards.

      A man stood in Mrs. Miller’s kitchen on the other side of the island.

      I’d never seen this man before. The glimpse I had of him told me that he was dressed in black.

      The bad guys always wore black.

      Somehow from the time I had taken the dogs down to the park, frozen my tail off, then brought the dogs back upstairs, someone had slipped into Mrs. Miller’s condo.

      Instinctively reaching for the cell phone that hung on a strap around my neck, I took a step back.

      “Wait,” the man said. “I’m James.”

      My hands shook as I fumbled with my phone. No one could get here in time to help us. It was just me and Mrs. Miller.

      Letting my phone fall to my side, I reached out blindly. Grasped the first thing my fingers touched.

      An umbrella. I grabbed the long stadium umbrella and held it up in front of me like a weapon.

      The man didn’t move. He just looked at me with an amused expression.

      “I’m James,” he said again.

      James.

      I didn’t know anyone named James.

      I took another step back.

      He didn’t look dangerous.

      At least not dangerous in a bad way. Maybe actually dangerous in a good sort of way.

      He was tall and lean. Dark hair that just barely brushed the top of his collar. He had what looked like one of those expensive haircuts that guys got every week or so.

      Other than wearing a black leather jacket, he didn’t look like a dangerous criminal.

      That could explain how he got past security. He looked clean-cut and successful.

      And his smile was disarming.

      “How did you get in here?” I asked.

      “The door was unlocked,” he said.

      This was my fault. I had left the door unlocked.

      “Come now,” he said. “Are you going to hit me with that umbrella?”

      “Maybe,” I said, realizing how ridiculous I must look.

      “You’re Genevieve.”

      I looked at him sideways. Adrenalin rushed through my system.

      “I’m James Miller.”

      “Miller. You’re…”

      “Peggy Miller is my mother.”

      I slowly lowered the umbrella.

      “James Miller.”

      “Yes.” A smiled played about his lips.

      “Mrs. Miller didn’t tell me you were coming.” I tried to think. To put it all together, but he was throwing me off guard with his glacier blue eyes.

      “I know,” he said. “It was a surprise.”

      “Oh.” I slowly set the umbrella back where I’d found it and straightened, attempting to look dignified although I felt anything but.

      In fact, I felt quite foolish.

      “Well. I’m certain your mother is very happy to see you.”

      “She is.”

      “I’ll just go now.”

      “She said you would know where the cat food is.”

      Of course I knew where the cat food was.

      He was standing on the other side of the island right in front of the cabinet where she kept the canisters.

      “It’s right there,” I said.

      He held up his hands, looking quite helpless and innocent.

      “Okay. I’m here to feed them anyway.”

      He looked so relieved, it was almost comical.

      This day most certainly wasn’t going the way I had expected it to.
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      James

      

      Even though my mother’s kitchen reminded me of the home I had grown up in, this condo on the twenty-fifth floor of a luxury high rise building was nothing like the house in the suburbs where I had grown up.

      It had been me, my sister, and our parents.

      Father had passed away two years ago after being sick for three years.

      He’d actually helped her sell their house and move here before he passed away.

      It had been quite disconcerting to be around them during that time.

      So I had done what most adult children would do.

      I had stayed away.

      In fact, since my father got sick, I only visited for a few days at Christmas. We were coming up on year seven when I rarely came home.

      But as soon as my sister had told me about my mother’s broken ankle, I had gotten on a plane this way.

      I figured I’d make sure she had appropriate caregivers, then head out.

      My sister not only couldn’t leave her children, but was restricted from flying due to pregnancy, and even though I worked all the time, I, at least, didn’t have children to worry about.

      My mother had tried to compress a five thousand square foot house down to a two thousand foot condo.

      There was less furniture than we’d grown up with, but still, I had to navigate furniture to stand in front of one of the floor-to-ceiling windows to look outside.

      Even though she had gotten rid of a lot of the furniture, most of her other belongings had made the cut.

      I could tell by the closets bulging with clothes and other things.

      The kitchen was no different.

      The cabinets were strategically packed so that everything fit inside like pieces of a puzzle.

      Personally, living like this would drive me insane. I needed blank walls where I could rest my eyes and I liked to be able to open up a cabinet and see everything inside at a glance.

      It was baffling that I was so different from the rest of my family.

      I did like her Christmas tree, all nine feet of it, tucked over in a corner by the television decorated with a lot of the old decorations we’d had as children. I was glad she had kept them. I had fond memories of our little family at Christmas time. Spending the day decorating the tree. Putting the angel on top.

      When I’d gotten here, my mother had told me that the neighbor was out walking her dogs. Fortunately, my sister had warned me that Mother had adopted two puppies.

      I had yet to understand what had possessed her to get more pets.

      What I did know was that the puppies were the very reason she had a broken ankle.

      She had gotten up in the middle of the night and tripped over one of the dogs. Or at least that was the version of the story I had gotten from my sister.

      My mother had yet to admit to it. She could be quite evasive.

      When Mother had told me that the neighbor was walking the dogs, she had neglected to tell me that the neighbor was a green-eyed goddess with flowing brunette hair who wielded an umbrella like a sword.

      She, her name was Genevieve, walked right up to the island, opened one of the cabinets, and pulled out a canister of cat food.

      Both of Mother’s cats, appeared at her feet on cue.

      Genevieve knelt down, filled the two cats bowls, and rubbed the cats’ backs.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      Closing the lid on the canister, she looked up at me with amusement.

      She was adorable whether she was wielding an umbrella like a sword or kneeling next to the cats.

      “Can I help you up?” I asked, holding out a hand.

      She looked at me a moment, then put a hand in mine.

      She didn’t need my help to stand up. She was light as a feather and graceful as a ballerina, even on two inch heels.

      But once she was on her feet, I didn’t want to let her go.

      I was a full head taller than she was, even with the heels. I didn’t have to pull her close against me to know that she was the perfect height for me.

      “Do you want to come back?” I asked. “Talk to Mother?”

      “I know you two have a lot of catching up to do,” she said. “I’ll just let myself out.”

      She pulled her hand from mine and, after returning the canister to the cabinet, went around the island.

      “It’s nice to finally meet you,” she said. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      “I wish I could say the same,” I said. “Maybe I should talk to my mother more often.”

      “She would definitely love that. I’m sure I’ll see you around,” she said.

      And then she was gone.

      I stood frozen in place, the two cats eating noisily at my feet.

      My mother had most definitely withheld important information from me.
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      Genevieve

      
      I walked across the hall, let myself into my own condo, and went straight to the kitchen.

      Since I went home for Christmas, I didn’t do a lot of decorating. I didn’t even have a tree. This was my first Christmas living away from home and I didn’t have all that quite figured out yet, but I was regretting not putting up a tree. Maybe next year. Definitely next year.

      While I waited for the water in the electric tea kettle to heat, I stepped out of my heels, and removed my phone from its strap around my neck.

      It was a great way to carry my phone when I was at the university, but not so much when I was at home.

      Now that James was here, he could take the dogs out for their walks. He could feed the cats, too, now that I had showed him where his mother kept the cat food.

      In a way, it was nice to be off the hook for however long he was here.

      In another way, I was tempted to find an excuse to go back over there to see if Mrs. Miller needed anything else. Going back over there meant I would get to see James again.

      I don’t know what I was expecting, but somehow I hadn’t expected James to be a handsome pilot who came across as the hapless son who didn’t know how to feed his mother’s cats.
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