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Elana Morgan left the gaily decorated department store after paying for her purchases. She’d barely resisted the temptation in the Christmas aisle to buy some new decorations for their tree. One she hadn’t gotten yet, but hoped to soon. Or maybe they could get by with the artificial tree again this year. Her son was so little, he’d never know the difference. When he was older, she’d take him to the nearest Christmas tree farm and let him pick a special tree to decorate. He’d understand more then. She was proud of herself for getting by with a badly needed set of pajamas and a toy fire engine for her toddler son, and a new book by her mother’s favorite author. Mom had hinted she’d love to read it, and Elana knew she wouldn’t get a copy for herself. Instead, she’d probably spend any extra she had on her three daughters, and only grandson. She mentally subtracted her purchase from the balance in her checkbook and winced at how little she had left. Oh well! Payday was coming soon.

As an elementary teacher, she made little, but having summers off with her son was worth counting pennies and doing without the extras they didn’t need. By the time she crossed the parking lot to her car, the biting north wind had reached beyond the warmth of her coat. She hurried the last few steps, keeping her head tucked down to avoid the cold. Almost at the car, her foot struck something, sending it scooting across the pavement and under her car. What had she kicked?

She took out her keys and clicked the fob to unlock the driver’s door. With it open, she tossed her purchases inside along with her purse, then closed the door. Curiosity hurried her toward the back of the car where she knelt and all but crawled underneath to see what she’d kicked. Probably a wadded bag of trash, but she would wonder all night if she didn’t look. In the late November evening’s waning light, she saw a dark spot that might be the object of her search resting several inches out of her reach. Determination was one of her strong points. She reminded herself of that fact as she lowered herself even more to lie on the cold pavement before stretching under the car with her mitten-covered hand outstretched.

A gust of wind stung her eyes and took her breath as it whistled under her car, but her fingers closed around the small object. Victory! She felt like what she imagined a crab her size would feel if it should ever crawl backward out from under a car. Oh, that wind was getting totally obnoxious! She held her breath as she stood and scurried to the relative warmth of her car.

Inside, she inserted the key and turned the ignition, waiting for warm air to flow from the heater. Even with her mittens on, her fingers were stiff. In her eagerness to see what she’d retrieved from under her car, she yanked the cumbersome mittens off and reached for the object she’d dropped in her lap.

“Hmm, looks like someone lost their wallet.” Her voice in the empty car sounded too loud. She was used to talking to small children with plenty of background noise, occasionally adults, but she seldom spoke to herself. With a shake of her head, she picked up the wallet. A man’s thick leather wallet. A nice one. He’d miss this.

She stared at it for a moment, then shrugged. The only way she knew how to return it to him was to find his name and address. It didn’t matter how much she disliked snooping. This was important. When she unfolded it, several bills of cash stuck out. She pushed them back, trying not to see how much was there but dislodged even more greenbacks, the bold denomination declaring each bill’s worth. One-hundred-dollar bills? Her eyes bulged at the amount. She didn’t even want to know how much the wallet held. Why would anyone carry so much with them? Was it wrong to dream of what she could do with even one of those bills? To take her mind off her options, she looked out the window at other shoppers hurrying past, probably as cold as she had been in the lowering temperatures. Finally, she checked to make sure she had the money pushed into place.

Taking courage, she looked in the side compartment for a driver’s license. That’s all she needed to see. Her fingers trembled from the snooping, but there it was. She pulled the card out and held it up where the light from the parking lot shone into her car. Victor J. Borden. She recognized the address as being across town from where she lived. Some called it Snob Hill, but she knew people who lived there, and they were some of the nicest people in town. Just because a person had a little money didn’t mean they were snobs. Snobbery certainly wasn’t limited to the wealthy. Yet, there was something about most of them that kept her away. Mom said it was her fault, not theirs. Maybe she was right, but the feeling of inferiority was real no matter what she did.

She dreaded what lay ahead, but even the rich might miss this much money, not to mention the credit cards and driver’s license. Mom was watching Travis tonight, so she had time to run the wallet to its owner. She memorized the street number 729 S. Hummingbird Lane, and stuck the man’s driver’s license back in place, then laid the wallet on the seat beside her. This shouldn’t take long.

She backed out of her parking spot, then pulled onto the street in front, all the time running the name through her mind. Victor J. Borden. Where had she heard that name? Had he lived in Elm Creek for long? Maybe he was someone influential in the town. Old, middle-aged, or young, she didn’t care as long as she got his belongings back into his hands.

She turned left away from the old two-story house where she lived with her mother. Elana left Elm Creek for college ten years ago. She’d married two years later, finished her degree and taught for two years, then discovered she was pregnant. Now, she was back at home, widowed and teaching at the same school where she’d once been a student.

She missed Bob sometimes with a physical ache, but why was she thinking about him now? Sometimes she went for days without, and other times his memory came for no known reason. Mom claimed time would help. She should know. She’d been a widow for over nine years.

She brushed aside her memories and turned onto the long winding lane that led into a cul-de-sac at the edge of town, in a quiet neighborhood of well-kept lawns manicured to perfection. The houses of brick and native stone seemed to have sprung from their surroundings and always gave her a sense of peace when she rarely had reason to drive past them. Tonight, they were especially beautiful, with glittering lights adorning the rooftops and dressing the bushes around many of the estates. Oh, how she would love to decorate like that. But this was not her lot in life.

She loved her old neighborhood with all the wonderful memories and enjoyed how this time of year brought new life to the old houses surrounding her childhood home. Even there, the lights of Christmas shone and brightened the lives and spirits of everyone who saw them. She tried to ignore the difference in the decorations on Hummingbird Lane compared to Pine Street where she lived. The display might be more lavish here, but the meaning was the same.

She drove past one house with evergreens surrounding the front door as in an arch, welcoming visitors and signifying everlasting life. Her mother had always said the lights remind us that Jesus is the Light of the World, and the evergreens are a symbol of everlasting life that Jesus came to give to all who believe in Him. She might not attend church anymore, but her heart still lifted with the thought as she drove past the brightly lit houses and the evergreens that decorated their yards. This was truly a beautiful neighborhood.

She and Bob had hoped to live in a similar neighborhood. Maybe not one quite this lavish, but better than the older part of town. But even as discontent tried to sneak into her heart, she reminded herself of all she had. And she needed nothing more.

When she saw the right house number on a mailbox at the edge of the street, she pulled into the long, two-lane driveway and stared at the two-story brick home that seemed strangely out of place surrounded by tastefully decorated homes brightening the street. But 729 S. Hummingbird Lane sported only a wreath on the front door. It looked nice, just underdone next to the rest of the neighborhood. Would she find a Scrooge behind the wreath?

Eager to get the wallet out of her care, she walked up the long drive to the wide, welcoming porch.

~*~
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“OKAY, THIS CAN’T BE that hard.” Victor Borden pointed to the recipe his young daughter wanted to use for the cookies they were about to bake. With his finger tracing the list of ingredients, he called off what they’d need. “Can you get two sticks of butter from the refrigerator? It’s clear to the top of the door.”

“I can do it, Daddy.” Kylie skipped across the floor and pulled open the door that looked huge next to her. Then, rising on her tip-toes she reached for the butter and pulled out what they needed. Her smile brightened his heart as she ran back and plopped it on the island in the middle of the room. “What else?”

“Uh, sugar.” He glanced at the next item. “It’s in the pantry. You may need my help to get it.”

She swung away before he could move and was several steps ahead into the pantry. He followed just as she pulled the heavy-to-her canister to the edge of the shelf. He grabbed it before it crashed to the floor. “Whew, made it just in time.”

Her brow lowered over her eyes as she twisted to look up at him. “I could have done it. I’m not a baby!”

“Of course you aren’t a baby.” He scoffed. “You just have a little growing to do before you can reach as high as I can. Right?”

“Oh, Daddy!” She swung away and stomped back to their work area. She touched the page in the recipe book. “Okay, butter and sugar. What’s next? It says van...” She looked up as the doorbell peeled out. “No! Make them go away. We have to get my cookies done.”

“I’ll take care of it. Just don’t get too eager.” He turned toward the intrusion. “Read the list and get what you can. Nothing else. I’ll be right back.”

She just grinned and turned her attention to the recipe book again.

He hesitated before leaving the kitchen. Probably a solicitor for some charity. But why would they stop at his house? He hadn’t had time to decorate, and wouldn’t bother if not for Kylie. She was too young to remember her mother. When the cancer took Jan from them, Kylie was only three years old. Five long years ago, yet sometimes it seemed only yesterday. He never wanted to go through anything like that again. That’s why he didn’t date and had to force himself to decorate.

Vic turned on the porch light and peeked out. A lone woman stood on his front porch. That didn’t tell him anything. He opened the door, feeling a rush of cold air when he pushed the storm door open a crack. “Yes, can I help you?”

“I’m looking for Victor Borden.” The woman tightened a hold on her coat as if to keep the wind off.

He nodded, wondering what she wanted. “I’m Vic Borden. Can you tell me what this is about?” Maybe he should invite her in, but he didn’t know her, and the darkness of night creeping on them made him leery, even though she was probably the most beautiful woman he’d seen in many years.

She seemed to study his face. Her long, wavy blonde hair fell over her shoulders, the strands gleaming in the porch light. Then she lifted her hand, clutching what appeared to be a man’s wallet that looked very familiar.

He instinctively reached for his back pocket as the truth registered. It wasn’t there. “What? Where’d you get that?”

Her hand shook as she extended the wallet, but as he reached, it slipped from her fingers. He bent to retrieve his wallet and bashed his forehead against something hard. Probably her head.

“Oh!” she cried out and straightened.

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize you were....” He shook his head. “Wow! We bumped heads. Do you need an ice pack? Why don’t you come inside?”

“No, I’m sure it’s cold enough out here to take care of it.” She giggled, and he couldn’t help but laugh with her. Still... But she cut off his thoughts. “I’m fine. It’s just a bump. It surprised me is all.”

“Well, yeah, that was a surprise. I’m glad you aren’t hurt.” He grinned. “It’d be a little embarrassing to explain how you got a huge knot and a concussion on my doorstep. Why don’t you come inside where it’s warm?”

“Oh, no, I couldn’t.” She looked past him into the house as if afraid of what he might do in the privacy of his home, then quickly explained. “I need to get home to my son. Mom is watching him now, but I’m sure they’re already wondering where I am.”

“Oh, I see.” If her mother was watching her son, maybe she was single. The thought flashed through his mind before he could stop it. “Uh, yes, I understand. Actually, I need to get back to the kitchen and see if my daughter has her cookies ready. We have a meeting at church tonight, and she signed on to bring cookies.”

“Then I’m keeping you.” She pointed to the wallet still on the porch floor between them. “Shall I, or do you want to?”

He glanced down and chuckled. “Let me do the honors. We really don’t want to go to the emergency room, do we?”

Her laughter joined his as she stepped back. “That wallet must have a mind of its own. I kicked it under my car without seeing it. Then I crawled under to retrieve it without knowing what it was. I’m glad I did, though, because in the wrong hands, you might never have seen it again. You can check, but everything is there as I found it. I opened it to find your address so I could return it. And I’m rambling, so I think that’s my cue to leave.”

“Thank you a thousand times over for bringing my wallet home. Just a minute before you leave.” He bent and picked the offending object up then opened it and took out a hundred-dollar bill. “Here, let me pay you for your trouble and kindness.”

As he stretched out the offering, she stepped back again, shaking her head. “Oh, no! I couldn’t take that. A reward is not why I came. I thought you’d want it back as soon as possible. My reward is in doing the right thing.”

Before he could open his mouth to argue, she turned and ran down the steps to the sidewalk leading around to his driveway. Feeling as if he was losing something else important, he called out, “Wait, I don’t even know your name.”

She’d already started down the drive to her waiting car, but she turned and answered as she continued at almost a run. “Oh, sorry, it’s Elana.”
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