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One

	I take a deep breath and slowly let the air out as my plane begins its descent into Kelowna. I’m not sure what scares me more—landing or visiting Little City for the first time in three years. Yes, I’ve managed to stay away from Little City for three years. Three . . . years. And, yes, the town where I grew up is called Little City. Rumour has it my hometown had a proper, fancy-sounding name, but nobody could pronounce it, so the neighbouring towns started calling it Little City, and soon the residents did too. 

	My parents have come to see me in LA several times since I moved away after my best friend, Briar, got married, and my fiancé dumped me by leaving a note on a cocktail napkin that same night. I think they always thought I was just too busy at my job as a sports publicist in LA to take enough time off to make the trip, but I could have if I wanted too. I didn’t. There was no way I was risking running into Ian. 

	The plane touches down smoothly and my stomach flip-flops a little anyway. I glance out the window as we taxi down the runway toward the airport. I know Ian’s not around anymore, but a sinking feeling tells me I should have stayed in LA and celebrated Christmas alone like I have the last three years. Ian’s funeral is going to be brutal. It’s not exactly how I pictured reuniting with my friends and family.

	Compared to LAX, the airport is tiny, and it takes ten minutes for me to disembark and grab my carry-on. I didn’t bother packing much, because I was looking forward to hiding out at my parents’ place, ignoring any work calls. The publicity firm I work for likes us to be available at all times in case a drunken hockey player needs us to perform damage control in the middle of the night. I sigh. There won’t be any of that in Little City, thankfully.

	Once out of the terminal, I see my parents right away. They’re hard to miss in their matching ugly Christmas sweaters—their usual Christmas Eve attire. Those sweaters make them look like they’re in their sixties rather than their fifties, but I keep my mouth shut. What’s a little fun on Christmas Eve? I told them I’d grab a rental car, so they could enjoy their day, but they wouldn’t hear of it. 

	For the love of Pete, Mom’s already running toward me, her arms outstretched, tears rolling down her cheeks.

	“Lexi!” She yells and swallows me in a hug so tight I can’t move. I guess I can’t blame her, me being an AWOL only child and everything. “I’m so sorry about Ian,” she says.

	“Thanks,” I whisper.

	Dad, the quiet one of the two, shuffles to where mom and I stand still embracing. Mom has my arms pinned, so I don’t have much choice in the matter. I nod at Dad and raise my eyebrows.

	“Hi, Dad,” I squeak out.

	Mom drops her arms, and I can breathe again. Phew. I was starting to get dizzy. I take a minute to steady myself and look around. The airport is just as I remember it—one tiny baggage claim carousel, two rental car kiosks, and one restaurant. 

	Dad gives me a quiet hug. “Good to see you, kid.” I’m twenty-five and completely self-sufficient, yet, he says that, and I do feel like a kid. A very small kid.

	“Nice to see you too, Dad.” He takes my carry-on from me, and we hurry out to the parking lot past the crowd waiting for their luggage. Dodged a bullet there—packing light—yes, I did.

	Once we’re on the road, I ask about Ian’s funeral. I keep blocking the details as if it’s a bad dream. Mom gets quiet and looks at Dad.

	“Uh . . . it’s been cancelled,” she says. That’s strange. I’ve never heard of a funeral being cancelled.

	“How come?” I’m a bit relieved at the news. I wasn’t looking forward to seeing Ian’s family.

	“They didn’t say.” Her voice is a little squeaky and she looks at Dad again. She always did love Ian.

	The rest of the hour and a half drive to Mom and Dad’s is full of Mom nattering about her church and what the service will be like tonight. I don’t bother telling her I haven’t spent one second in church since I left Little City. Not even at Christmas. I only ever went to keep her happy. 

	Dad turns on the radio and we enjoy some classic Christmas tunes the rest of the way to Little City. From the back seat, I stare out the window, searching for the prettiest light displays. I know we’ve arrived in Little City when the amount and detail of displays along the highway increases. Little City may be little, but its citizens sure have a lot of Christmas spirit. 

	Without me having to ask, Dad takes the long way home past all the houses with the brightest and best lights. Some things never change—certain neighbours having to outdo each other. The Griswold’s ain’t got nothin’ on the citizens of Little City.

	“Look, Lexi.” Dad points out his window and slows down. “The Larsons have all their reindeer out again this year.” 

	I glance out Dad’s side of the car. A full team of reindeer line the Larsons’ rooftop and almost every edge of their house has a string of lights on it—red, green, yellow, blue, even purple. “They sure do.” I bask in the light as we pass their house. 

	When we pull into Mom and Dad’s driveway, I see Dad has modestly decorated their house—possibly for my benefit—compared to the Larsons’. Each year I was away, Mom complained over the phone about Dad’s one string of Christmas lights outside. He’s used at least ten this year.

	“The house looks great, Dad.” He parks the car in the driveway next to the garage, its usual spot.

	“I’ll heat up dinner then we can head over to church. I want to get a good seat,” Mom says as she gets out of their dark blue Impala. Heat up dinner? Are we having leftovers on Christmas Eve?

	Mom shoots me a look. “Don’t worry, dear.” She has this uncanny ability to read my thoughts. “I pre-cooked dinner this morning so we wouldn’t be late for church.” Of course. Wouldn't want to be late for church.

	As Dad opens the front door, a blast of fresh turkey and sage wafts out. I don’t care if dinner is reheated. The heavenly smell of a roast turkey dinner is all that matters to me. It’s better than anything I’d have made myself back in LA, and my stomach’s growling already.

	After taking my coat off and hanging it in the front closet, I deposit my carry-on in Dad’s office where I’ll be sleeping on the pull-out bed. I make a quick stop in the bathroom next door then head into the kitchen to see if Mom needs any help. 

	Bing Crosby blasts from the stereo, and Mom sings her heart out while scooping potatoes into a china serving bowl. She’s put Dad to work chopping salad veggies. It seems a shame to interrupt her singing, so I hunt around for some wine, but then I remember this is an alcohol-free zone and has been ever since Mom and Aunt Flora got into a fistfight the last Christmas I lived here. What a Christmas that was. 

	Too bad. “Everything okay, dear?” Mom must have sensed my disappointment. 

	“Yes, just a little tense from the flight.” I rub my neck a little.

	Before long, Mom has dinner on the table, and when we’re seated, she says grace. Mom’s always loved going to church on Christmas Eve, but after her big fight with Aunt Flora, she started going every Sunday and doing things like saying grace. 

	Dad gives me a fully loaded, sideways look that says, “Yeah, your mother still hasn’t talked to your aunt and we still do these things to make it okay in her eyes.” I give him a nod. Does he know what they fought about that Christmas? He took a misdirected punch while he and Ian pulled Mom and her sister apart. That was before Ian became the biggest boob on the planet. Ugh.

	“Oh, Lexi, I almost forgot.” Mom draws my attention back to the present. She grabs a box from the kitchen. “I got Christmas crackers.” Ooh. Seems hardly worth it for the three of us, but I do love Christmas crackers. Their gold and silver foil shines as Mom hands one to Dad and me then places one next to her own plate.

	I look inside the cracker for the pull tab and grip it firmly then cross my arms, offering the Christmas cracker to Mom on my right and reaching for Dad’s cracker with my right hand.

	“Ready?” Mom says. I’m transported back in time as I nod then Mom issues her standard Christmas cracker instructions. “On three. One . . . two . . . three!”

	We all pull hard on our crackers against each other and our three little crackers pop and snap while bits of ripped paper scatter across the table. If Mom and Dad had a cat, it would have run for cover.

	“Ooh, look,” Mom says. “I got a magnifying glass.” An urge to make a snarky comment about Mom’s eyesight and “how did the Christmas elves know?” pops into my head, but I let it go. I just got here, no need to start a fight just yet. 

	I check the table for my prize while Dad holds up a giant sparkly paperclip. “Not sure what this is about,” he says. 

	“It’s a bookmark, dear.” Mom touches Dad’s hand as she says it. She must have splurged on the premium crackers that encourage you to spend more money by showing you on the back of the package what you’ll get. 

	Something shiny catches my eye on the floor. “Ooh,” I say, leaning over in my chair to pick up my prize. “I got a pen.” I hold it up like it’s some kind of trophy. At least it’s something useful. I place it on the table right next to the fuschia paper crown that also spewed forth from the Christmas cracker.

	“Put on your crown.” Mom flutters her hand in my direction. She’s already wearing hers. Dad somehow “accidentally” ripped his, so it won’t stay on his head. Lucky guy. I put on the crown. My cheeks burn a bit, and I feel like I’m ten again—the last year I remember actually liking these silly crowns. I scan the table hoping a bottle of wine has materialized in the last few minutes. Nope.

	Dad glances at Mom. “Let’s eat,” he says. Finally. I’m starving. The turkey is directly in front of me, so I load my plate then pass the platter to Mom. Once my plate is full, I slather all the hot food with gravy. Turkey gravy is the best—especially Mom’s. 

	“What’s this I hear about a promotion?” Dad asks through mouthfuls of turkey and stuffing. I’d hoped the work conversation wouldn’t come up until later. Actually, I’d hoped to make it through my whole two-week vacation without talking about work. Fat chance, considering it’s my whole life in LA.

	I nod and finish my mouthful. “Should be official next month. I’ll have my own office and an assistant.” And hours more work to fit into the already swamped work week, but I leave this part out.

	“What about you, Dad? Anything new in the insurance world?” 

	Dad raises his eyebrows like he’s about to say something when Mom butts in. “Your father is becoming quite the computer expert.”

	It’s a good thing there’s no wine. I may have burst out laughing if I’d been drinking. 

	“I’ve had to. A dinosaur like me won’t survive with everything online now. I take my laptop everywhere.” At least he realizes it’s time for a change. Dad’s a travelling insurance agent. He’s done quite well for himself since most of the residents of Little City don’t want to make the thirty-minute drive to Green Rock where the closest office is.

	When we finish eating, I help Mom clean up then get changed for church. I put on a black dress and heels—the same outfit I would have worn to Ian’s funeral. By the time I’m ready to go, Dad’s got his cherry red 1968 Chevelle—complete with a white racing stripe on the hood and trunk—warmed up and ready to go. It’s a beautiful car that usually spends the winters parked in the garage. With all the salt they use on the icy roads around here, I’m surprised Dad wants to take her to church. Is this also for my benefit?

	“Since we’re all dressed up, we might as well ride in style,” he says as I slide into the backseat, careful to keep my coat and skirt from riding up. The drive to and from church in this sweet car almost makes the thought of church bearable. Almost. 

	
Two

	The church is exactly as I remember it—tiny and packed with people of all ages. Even though it’s bright and cheery, it has an ancient vibe to it. Mom’s friend Janice plays “O Come All Ye Faithful” on the piano at the front of the church while we find our seats. 

	“She’s just so talented,” Mom says as we take off our coats and get comfortable—as if that’s possible on these ancient pews. I nod in agreement.  

	As a voice resounds from the front of the church, a latecomer sits on my left. I turn to whisper, “Merry Christmas,” but instead I jump up out of the pew and point. “Gah!” It’s my dead ex, Ian. I gasp for breath and press my hand to my heart. Mom is straight-faced, ignoring me, looking at the man at the front of the church. Is anyone else seeing this apparition? The old folks in the row behind me are gawking. One man looks as though his dentures are about to fall right out of his mouth, but I can’t tell if it’s because of me or Ian. Oh, God. 

	My cheeks burn as I turn around to face the front. “I’m sorry, your honor. Uh . . . your grace.” Crap, I forget what this guy is called.

	“I’m a minister, dear. But you can call me Ken.” Right . . . minister. “Is everything okay?” he asks.

	Guess there’s no sense explaining that my own personal version of the ghost of Christmas past is sitting to my left, so I take a breath and sit back down on the cold, hard pew.

	“I’m sorry, Ken.” I cross my legs and pretend like I’m not going insane. I shift a little to get comfortable—as if anyone’s ever comfortable on these damn wooden benches—and my hip bumps Ian. What the? If he’s a ghost he shouldn’t feel that solid, should he?

	To test my theory, I haul off and karate chop him right in the solar plexus.

	He hollers and doubles over in his seat. I leap up again. Yikes! This is not how I saw this going. My arm should have gone right through him. Shouldn’t it? Come to think of it, how is he taking up space on the pew if he’s a ghost?

	I look around nervously. “Uh. Yyy . . . You’re supposed to be dead.”

	“What is wrong with you?” My mother hisses from beside me, oblivious to the fact that Ian’s sitting next to me. “Sit down.” She gives me the evil eye only she can dish out.

	“Dead? I’m not dead . . . but I’m guessing you’d like that based on that karate chop.” Ian looks up at me, still hunched over. His face is red, and he looks like he’s going to be sick.

	“Lexi.” It’s my mother again. “Sit . . . down. Everyone’s staring.” Of course, she would care more about everyone staring at me than the fact she told me Ian died. Well, the last few years as a publicist in LA have made me immune to stares. I grab my coat off the pew then calmly reach under it for my purse. My mother or Ian. Which one do I cut in front of to get out of here? Ugh. If only teleporting were an option. 

	I’m pretty sure Ian had no part in this, and I feel a little bad for karate chopping him so unexpectedly, not that he didn’t deserve it. 

	“Excuse me,” I say to Ian without making eye contact. My mother whispers my name behind me as I make my way to the side of the church then hurry to the back and out the door. 

	I stand on the snow-covered sidewalk in front of the parking lot next to the church. Ian’s alive. I try and let that sink in, but I just can’t compute. Ian’s alive and my mother’s a conniving—

	“Lexi? Lexi Blair, is that you?”

	I spin around to where a woman’s voice echoes, and I see a couple strolling toward me on the sidewalk. It’s Christina Jones and Mike Larson, a couple I graduated high school with. Ian and I used to party with them all the time. 

	“Hi guys.” I give them each a hug and we all exchange a, “Merry Christmas.” 

	I turn to Mike. “Your parents’ house looks amazing.”

	Mike chuckles. “Dad thinks it’s still not enough lights.” 

	“How’s LA?” Christina asks with wide eyes. 

	I pause and contemplate telling them the truth but opt for my standard answer instead. “It’s great.” I try to sound as enthusiastic as possible even though I work all the time and have no life.

	“I hear you’re up for a big promotion,” Christina says. I’m sure I have Mom to thank for that little piece of info. Christina works at the grocery store and probably sees her every week. Plus, Briar knows better than to spread my business around.

	I tell them what I told Dad about the office and the assistant. Christina seems impressed while Mike covers a yawn. Behind Mike, an old pickup truck the same colour as Dad’s car drives past. Not old as in rusted out, but old as in classic.

	“Is this a thing now?” I gesture to the truck, and Christina and Mike give me confused looks. “Little City classic car owners drive around in their babies on Christmas Eve—in the snow. My Dad brought his Chevelle tonight.”

	The man behind the wheel waves as he drives by and even though I don’t recognize him, I return the wave as do Mike and Christina. Maybe he belongs to Dad’s car club. I should probably find out.

	“Nice truck,” I say, hoping to keep the conversation off me. “Who was that?”

	Mike pipes up. “John Johnson.”

	“John Johnson?” Crap. Did I just say that out loud? “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude, but John Johnson? Really?”

	“Yep,” says Mike. He and Christina are both still smiling, and I hope that means they forgive me for being rude. 

	“Didn’t Briar tell you Dax’s cousin moved to town a few years ago from Montana?” asks Christina. Oh, that John. I don’t think she ever told me his last name though. Probably because she knew I’d be a jerk about it. She knows me so well.

	“Right,” I say. “Of course.” Christina rubs her hands together as if she’s getting cold. “I don’t want to keep you guys.” I take a few steps in the direction of Mom and Dad’s. It’s quite a walk, especially in heels—in the snow—but I’d rather get the blood pumping back into my stocking covered calves than wait around out here for Mom and Dad. “Enjoy your walk,” I say. Christina and Mike join elbows and carry on. They were always so cute together.

	“We should get together while you’re here,” Christina says over her shoulder while giving me a little wave.

	“For sure.” I wave back. Wait . . . I stop walking. I have no idea what Christina’s number is. I should know, but my mind is drawing a blank. I’m sure she’s in the book. Little City must have a phone book still. I tighten my scarf around my neck and shove my hands in my pockets preparing for the long, potentially dangerous—thanks to my fancy shoes—walk to my parents’ house. 

	With every click of my heels on the sidewalk I walk faster and stomp my feet harder. Thank God it’s not icy. The knot in my stomach grows until it feels as though it’s burning a hole in my skin. 

	How could she? How could my own mother tell me my ex-fiancé died? She even sent me a clipping from the newspaper. It was a car accident. I practically memorized the words “well-respected member of the community, left behind his loving parents and two sisters,” yadda, yadda. All fake! And that’s when I remember—she used to work for the Little City Press. 
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