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Chapter One
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Two days before Thanksgiving.

Deke Walsh stood on the set of his latest movie, an action-adventure flick. His co-star, nine-year-old Luke Keller, stood next to him. The director called out, “Cut. That’s a wrap. Happy Thanksgiving. See you in a week.”

Six-foot-three, Deke crouched down to talk to Luke.

“Well, buddy, this is it. You having a big turkey on Thanksgiving?” Deke asked, angling for an invitation. He’d called his current girlfriend, but she had family plans that didn’t include him. Then he’d tried his acting buddies, gym buddies, and past girlfriends. Everyone had some place to go, and they didn’t invite him to tag along. Luke was his last hope.

“Luke!” Joe Keller called. The boy turned. His father and mother stood at the edge of the set near the door. “Come on, son!” He gestured.

“Bye, Deke,” Luke said over his shoulder as he ran to his dad. He flew at his father, who embraced the boy and pulled him into a big bear hug.

Lorna Keller faced Deke. “Sorry. Family time. Have a nice holiday.”

Crushed, he watched the man, his wife, and son stride away arm-in-arm. Jealousy shot through Deke like a bolt of lightning. Didn’t he and Luke have a special relationship? He’d expected the boy to prevail on his parents to invite Deke to join them. No such luck.

Here it was, one of the biggest holidays of the year, and thirty-six-year-old Deke Walsh, movie star and hottest guy in Hollywood, would be celebrating with a turkey sandwich from the deli. As he stood there, reality hit him. His twenty million bucks didn’t mean shit if he didn’t have a family, a place to go to, or people waiting for him. Alone. He shivered with the chill of the truth.

“Yoohoo! Bobby!” A female voice rose over the din of conversations of the cast and crew buzzing about him as they packed up.

Bobby? Couldn’t be him.

“Bobby! Bobby Walsh!”

Christ, it was him. Nobody had called him that in years. He turned toward the voice. A petite, dark-haired young woman waved to him.

“Yes. You. You, that’s right. Bobby Walsh.”

He took a few steps in her direction. “It’s Rob now. To my friends. And Deke to everyone else. Who are you?”

“I see your memory has gone the way of your first name. I’m Rachel. Rachel Cohen. From Pine Grove?”

Crap! Pine Grove? That was light years ago. His gaze took in her cute figure from head to toe. He did not remember anyone who looked like this from where he grew up.

“Do I know you?”

She clicked her tongue. “Shame on you. Forgetting your childhood playmate.”

“Sorry. Don’t recall.”

“I’m Eli Cohen’s little sister.”

“Eli? Holy shit. Oops. Sorry. Damn. Yeah. I remember him. He did have a little sister.”

But he thought to himself, she sure didn’t look like you. Where was the skinny, frizzy-haired little pest who used to hang around with Eli and his friends? How many times did they try to ditch her? A thousand? Maybe more.

“Still does. Now that that’s settled, get your coat. We have a plane to catch.” She checked her watch.

“Plane?”

“Yep. Your grandfather is failing. He wanted to have one last Thanksgiving with you. Since you have not answered my texts, emails, or voicemails, I’m here to haul you back to Pine Grove in person. Let’s get going.”

“Gramps?”

“That’s right. If you’d kept up on any of the information I sent you, you’d know that. And you might even have made plans to see him yourself. But I doubt it.”

A hostile stare bored through him.

“I thought you were some crazed fan.”

A mirthless laugh slapped him back. “Me? Oh no, no, no. A fan? Absolutely not!”

Her sharp tone cut him to the quick. “My bad. Sorry.”

“Don’t tell me you’re sorry. Tell your grandfather. Let’s go. We don’t have time for you to pack. You can pick up some stuff at the store. Plane leaves in two hours.”

“Gramps still running the general store?”

“No, he’s not well enough.”

“But it’s still there?”

“Yep. I’m running it now. Let’s go.” She whipped out her phone. “I think I have an Uber coming. Let me check.”

“No need. The studio makes a limo available for me. It’s right outside.” He gestured toward the door. “Ladies first.”

She sniffed but didn’t soften her gaze. He flipped his backpack onto his shoulders and followed her out the door. He got a good view of her perfect butt. Nice!

“If you’re staring at my butt, you can forget it. This is one chick who won’t be warming your bed. Now or ever!”

He shook his head, chuckled to himself, and pushed through the heavy studio door. Once outside, he waved, and a black limo pulled up. He opened the back door and allowed Rachel to get in first.

“Where to, Mr. Walsh?”

“The airport, Stan.”

“Which airline?”

“American,” Rachel said.

“Okay.”

Deke sat back against the leather seat. Looks like he got his wish after all—a family Thanksgiving, sort of. Raised by his grandfather after his parents died in a plane crash, he’d always been close to the old man. How could he have let this go by? Deke quietly berated himself but sighed when he realized he’d have a chance to make it up to the old guy.

****
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RELIEVED WHEN DEKE fell into a sound sleep on the plane, Rachel ordered a vodka and tonic.

“Heavy on the vodka,” she said.

It had been a long time since she’d seen Bobby—no, Rob now—Walsh. Eons. She’d followed his career in the tabloids, sucking up every juicy story about his rich life soaked in luxury and his “revolving door” relationships—if she could call them that. More like his bedroom with a revolving door. A turnstile on the bed? She snickered to herself.

Had his lightspeed lifestyle affected his health? She’d fantasized about him being in makeup for four hours to remove the ravages of his dissolute existence from his face. She’d laughed to herself about how much he must spend on plastic surgery. Then she saw him in person.

Damn. Up close and personal, he looked better than ever without a single sign of any surgeon messing with the perfection that was Deke Walsh. He only drank apple juice on the plane, so she crossed off possible alcoholic from her imaginary list of his faults. But the women? Uh, no. That was real. They hardly made it through the airport without being accosted a dozen times at least. How many strange women stopped him? She’d lost count.

“Oh, Mr. Walsh! I love your movies. Can I have your autograph?”

“Would you sign my bra?”

“Hey, Deke, here’s my number. Call me. We’d be great together.”

It was sickening. No, no, it wasn’t jealousy drumming a loud beat in her breast, but disgust, righteous indignation. Deke Walsh, an over-grown spoiled brat, had ignored his ailing grandfather, and Rachel Cohen was going to bring him to task.

But first, she’d have to quell the butterflies in her stomach. She took a gulp of her drink, then dared to cast her gaze on his sleeping face. With an angelic expression, a cross between total innocence and bad boy, he was gorgeous. Hell, even at ten years old, the boy had had the looks and charm of an adult—well, almost.

Not accustomed to drinking, she sensed sleepiness creeping up on her. Rachel sat back and closed her eyes. Vivid images of her childhood flashed through her mind. She remembered when she’d first fallen in love with Bobby Walsh.

She’d been five. He’d chased away a couple of bullies, wiped her tears, brushed the dirt they threw at her off her dress, then picked her up and carried her home. Yeah, he was big for his age, and she was little.

“No one’s ever gonna call you that again when I’m around,” he’d said.

She’d rested her head against his shoulder and made a mental note to ask her father what “kike” meant. In that moment, Bobby Walsh had made her feel safe. She couldn’t help but love him. Her brother, Eli, who had been at home doing his schoolwork, rushed out to take over. Bobby had explained everything to him and her father, who thanked him for looking out for his little girl. She sighed. He’d been her real-life hero.

But ten became twelve and five became seven and Rachel followed Bobby everywhere. She’d eavesdrop on his conversations with Eli, then shadow her brother at a distance. All through his middle school years, Rachel had tagged along, totally unwanted. Eli had tried everything to shake her, but she’d been stubborn, the way only a girl in love can be. Bobby hadn’t minded. Being an only child, he soaked up every drop of adoration she had poured over him.

Once Eli and Bobby entered high school, everything changed. Bobby got his driver’s license. He and Eli pursued girls, speeding away in Bobby’s car, leaving twelve-year-old Rachel, lovesick and choking on their dust. Crawling with older, female attention, he’d ignored Rachel.

After he graduated, she rarely saw him. When he finished his freshman year at UCLA, Bobby dropped out and returned home to take odd jobs and work in the store. After an act of kindness brought him a lucky break, he went to Hollywood. Starting as an extra, it wasn’t long before he got a supporting role in a movie. Another stroke of good luck got him the lead in an adventure movie and launched his career. From then on, he never appeared to have the time or money to return for holidays. His grandfather would fly out to Los Angeles to see his grandson. Within two years, he got a contract for a second leading role in a movie. The film hit big with women and his career took off.

Rachel has followed Bobby’s, now Deke’s, career in the newspaper and online, even collecting articles about his meteoric rise to stardom.

She recalled the last day she’d seen him. He’d returned to Pine Grove just long enough to pack up his belongings and jump into his old car, heading back to California. A crowd had gathered outside his grandfather’s general store. Rachel had arrived home, as it was the end of her sophomore year in college.

“Bobby’s moving to Hollywood,” her father had said. “Permanently.”

“What?”

“Yep. He’s up for a leading role in a movie. He’s leaving now. Better hustle if you want to say goodbye.”

With her heart in her mouth, she ran full out. She got there just as he put the car in gear. The vehicle lurched forward and took off. He sped down the empty country road, his arm out the window, waving to the townsfolk gathered to send him off. As he approached her, he slowed. She jumped up and down, raising her arms. He gave her a long look, his eyebrows drawn down.

Her heart sank. He didn’t recognize her! Rachel Cohen was no longer the skinny, frizzy-haired nerdy little pest he’d rescued so long ago. Now she was a beautiful young woman with dark, luxuriously long hair, and a slender but well-constructed body.

She felt his brief stare land on her chest. When his gaze finally connected with hers, there was no recognition in his eyes. The last thing Rachel wanted was Bobby lusting after her like he did every pretty girl. She wanted him to remember the smart, funny girl who hung around, trying to be his friend. She wanted his heart, his love. With a sigh, she leaned back against a large oak tree and frowned. There was only one Bobby Walsh, and he was gone forever.

On the plane, Rachel fell asleep.

She opened her eyes and jerked forward when the flight attendant tapped her shoulder. “Sorry to wake you. Do you and your husband want a snack?” Crap! She’d realized she had her head snuggled up against Deke’s shoulder. He yawned.

“My husband? Oh, lady, no, no, he’s not my husband.”

She watched as Deke unwrapped his sandwich and took a bite.

“Why do you hate me so much?” he asked.

“I don’t hate you.” Not much. Maybe extremely dislike? Okay, maybe hate.

“Yes, you do. Look, just because I’m an actor doesn’t mean I’m stupid. I know when people don’t like me.”

“Don’t imagine you have to deal with that often,” she said.

“You’d be surprised. The jealousy in this business is huge.”

“Yeah?”

“Trust me. You’re not an actor, are you?”

She shook her head.

“So why don’t you like me?”

Frustration swirled inside her. She’d rehearsed her “spoiled brat” speech to him a hundred times in her head and in her room late at night. Mostly after a glass or two of wine.

“Maybe you’re not on my top ten list because you’ve ignored your grandfather—for years. While you’re flitting all around the world, sleeping with every unmarried woman, and a few married ones, he’s been struggling to keep the general store going—alone.”

“Alone? I thought he had a partner?”

“He did. My father. But he died three years ago.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.”

“Yeah right. Like you actually care.”

“But I do.”

She raised her palm. “Please. Don’t insult me. So, I’ve pitched in.”

“You work in the general store?”

“I gave up my job teaching at Pine Grove Elementary to become a retail slave, trying to keep your grandfather’s business from going bankrupt.”

“You did that for Gramps?”

“Let’s say for him, for my Pop too.”

“That’s pretty nice.”

“Yeah, it is, isn’t it? So maybe I got a little ticked off that you couldn’t make it back for Christmas and stuff.”

“I went skiing in Switzerland with my co-star last Christmas. Her father owned a chalet. Who could turn that down?”

“I could.”

“So, you’re a fucking saint. Well, pardon me. I’m not.” He tore off an angry bite of his sandwich.

“I’m no saint. But I had to deal with the fallout of you living your own sweet life and ignoring Gramps.”

He narrowed his eyes. “You played up to him every holiday? Bet he paid you a bundle too.”

She burst out laughing. “Paid me a bundle? Are you kidding? We barely scraped by.”

“Don’t give me that shit. I sent Gramps money every month.”

She raised her eyebrows. “You did? Really? He never said.”

“Damn right I did. I wouldn’t let him starve.”

“That’s news to me.”

“And I paid off his loan from Cassie too. He owns the place free and clear.”

The captain came on the loudspeaker, announcing they were landing at LaGuardia Airport, and the seatbelt sign went on.

The flight attendant stopped at their seats. “Please finish. I have to clean up before we touch down. Thanks.”

Deke and Rachel ate in silence.
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SCHLEPPING THROUGH the airport, they encountered a brand-new batch of drooling, adoring fans. Like slogging through a swamp, Rachel and Deke picked their way through the crowds. Deke took her elbow.

“This way,” he said, pointing to the baggage claim sign.

“But we don’t have baggage.”

“Just be quiet and follow me.”

When they got off the escalator, there was a man in a chauffeur’s uniform holding a sign with Deke’s name on it.

“Oh,” Rachel said.

“I texted from the plane. Come on.” He approached the driver who asked, “No luggage?” Deke shook his head, then stepped back to let Rachel go first.

The chauffeur opened the door of a pristine black limo, and she slid across the luxury leather seat. Deke followed.

“Where to?” the driver asked.

Rachel gave him the address, and he put it in his GPS.

Deke stared out the window, though it was too dark to see much except the lights of New York City. Knowing he’d be trapped for another two hours in the car with the ‘hound from hell,’ he set his mouth in a frown, compressing his juicy lips. He could take it. Besides, he’d put up with diva co-stars, bitchy girlfriends, and controlling directors. Two hours with Rachel Cohen? A piece of cake.

“So do you live above the store like Gramps?”

“No. I’m not his girlfriend. I don’t live with him. And I’m not his nursemaid either.”

Deke took a breath and ignored her nasty tone. “Does he need one?”

“Actually yeah. He does. He has a home health aide three days a week.”

“And the rest of the time?”

“He can take care of himself reasonably well. I fill in. Cook, tidy up. That sort of thing.”

“You’re like a paid companion?”

“Yeah. Sort of. I’m a paid employee of the store.”

“So where do you live?”

“Remember that little guest house in the back by the paddock?”

“The one behind the store?”

“Yeah. I live there.”

“Really? I remember that being a real shithole. Pardon my French.”

“It was. I fixed it up.”

Deke nodded. No amount of sentiment or money could ever get him to live in that shack. Shanty was too good a word for it. “Must have cost a bundle to get that thing livable.”

“I had help.”

“Money from Gramps?”

“No, if it’s any of your business. Combination of Pop’s life insurance money, money from the sale of his house, and volunteers from town. They wanted the general store to stay open and realized your grandfather couldn’t run it alone.”

“What about the house he lived in? Didn’t you live there with him?”

“No. He only rented. They raised the rent, and he had to move. We made-over the store’s second floor. He lives there now. Does any of this concern you? I mean, do you care or are you just making small talk?”

“Small talk.” He smiled. Finally, he zinged one past her. Immediately after, he regretted it. She had been caring for his grandfather and keeping the ramshackle store together. The least he could do was lend a sympathetic ear to her story.

“I figured.” She faced the window.

Now he’d done it. Not only did he hurt her feelings but showed her she was right about him. He was a selfish, insensitive idiot. Shame heated his face. He wrapped his fingers around her forearm.

“I’m sorry. That’s not true. I am listening. I’m surprised anyone in Pine Grove had the moxie to tackle that old rundown excuse for a house.”

“It’s not completely finished. I want to loft it.”

“Maybe I can help?”

“During the few days you’re here?” She laughed. “I doubt it. Thanks for the offer. Spend the time with your grandfather. It may be your last chance.”

He nodded and removed his hand. Her arm was surprisingly strong, the muscle firm. She must have done a lot of work on that old place herself. Mentally, he shrugged. After all, what else was there to do in Pine Grove?

“Gramps lives upstairs?”

“Yep.”

“Can he get up and down the stairs by himself?”

“We had one of those elevator chair thingies installed on the stairs. He can manage that.”

“Tough old bird.” Deke smiled and shook his head.

“He is. Determined.”

When she turned to look out the window, Deke studied her. For an odd bird, she dressed well. She wore what looked to be a black wool blazer with a white turtleneck underneath and black jeans. A red wool scarf draped around her neck and tucked into her jacket completed a simple but elegant outfit.

Even attired in such plain clothing, she appealed. Though not his usual turn-on—blonde, busty, wearing tight clothing—he was surprised to find himself drawn to her. His gaze slid down her body, noticing every inch.

Slightly olive-skinned, she had lustrous, dark mahogany-color hair he itched to touch. A small, straight, non-descript nose and a determined jaw added up to a pretty but not beautiful face. Narrow shoulders, smaller breasts than he was used to, a normal waist, a little wider in the hips than most movie stars, and short, quite short, maybe five foot two or three? She would never star in a movie or win a beauty contest.

Her bad attitude would do her in every time. No director or producer would ever want to work with her. When she turned back to face forward, he removed his gaze and stared at his hands.

“What?” He shot her a quizzical look.

“Never mind. I’m just going to close my eyes for a moment,” she said.

Within minutes, she was fast asleep and leaning against his shoulder. As the warmth from her body penetrated his, he remembered the frizzy-haired, charming little girl who buzzed around him endlessly, hanging on his every word and adoring him shamelessly. He lifted his arm and drew her close. At least someone wanted him around for the holiday, no matter how much she pretended otherwise. 
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Chapter Two
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“That you, Rachel?” a wheezy, old voice called down the stairs.

“Yes, Gramps. Guess who’s with me?” She motioned for Deke to be quiet and follow her. “In here,” she whispered, indicating a tiny room in the back of the store. There was a twin bed, a reclining chair, and a small chest with a lamp on it. She flicked on the switch, and a soft glow filled the small space.

“I can’t sleep in here. I’m too big for the bed.”

“For a few days, it’ll have to do.”

A mechanical whirr drew their attention.

“Is that the...?”

“Yes.” Rachel held her finger to her lips. She walked toward Gramps’, with Deke following but still keeping his distance.

“You here alone?”

“Nope. I told you I’d have a surprise,” she said, stepping back, and nudged Deke forward. “And here it is.”

“Bobby?” The old man sat in the chair, motionless. “Is that really you?”

“Sure is, Gramps. But they call me Rob now. Here, let me give you a hand.”

George, known as “Gramps” by everyone in town, slid his arm out from Rob’s grip. “Never you mind. I manage just fine. Not in my grave yet.” He staggered into the store.

But he stumbled and almost fell. Rob caught him. He steadied the old man, who hitched up his pants and cleared phlegm from his throat.

“It’s about time you got your butt home.” The old man straightened up and trained his keen stare on his grandson. “You look mighty fine. Glad you could make it. We got a big turkey this year and need you to hoist the damn thing into the oven.”

“A big turkey for three?”

“Nope. We got ten. Some of Rachel’s charity cases are comin’.”

“Gramps! I asked you not to call them that.” Rachel put her hands on her waist.

“Okay, okay. Sorry. Kids she tutors. They’re comin’.”

“And they’ll be helping too. They promised to come early to clean and cook,” Rachel said.

“Settle in, boy. Let’s have a drink to your homecoming.”

“Don’t get too excited, Gramps. He’s only here for four days.”

“A week, actually. We have a week off from the shoot,” he said.

“Can I still call you Bobby?” Gramps asked, taking baby steps to a credenza that housed the liquor. After opening the door, he fumbled with the glasses, knocking one to the floor. Fortunately, it didn’t break.

“Dag nab it. Rachel?”

“Coming.” She scurried to his side, picked up the glass, and deftly brought out one more shot glass and a bottle of Glenlivet.

“I’ll do the honors,” Rob said, taking the bottle from her hands. “Don’t you want one?”

“Nope. I’ve got stuff to do.”

Rob glanced at the bottle. “The good stuff, eh, Gramps?”

“Nothing but the best for you, boy. Man with money like you got doesn’t drink rotgut.”

“You got that right.” Rob poured the liquid. The old man took the glass in a shaky hand and downed the whiskey quickly, not spilling a drop.

Rob raised his to his lips, took a sip, then downed the rest. “Whoa! Mighty fine.”

“Yeah.”

“So how you been, Gramps?” Rob raised his leg and plopped his butt on the corner of a small dresser.

“I’m still here.”

Rob poured another round. “Let’s drink to you.”

“Don’t mind if I do. Too stubborn to die.” The old man laughed, then wheezed until his face turned red. Rob reached over, took the glass from his hand, and stared.

“Oh, I’m all right.” He coughed up phlegm and wiped it away with an old handkerchief.

“I can see that,” Rob said, shooting a look at Rachel.

Gramps downed the whiskey. “Don’t want to keep you from preparing a fine meal, Rachel.” The old man eased himself into the stair elevator. “Time for a nap,” he said and pushed the button. The device moved slowly up the stairs. Within minutes, they heard snoring from Gramps’ bedroom.

“Does he take naps like that often?”

She nodded. “He’s losing ground.”

Rob’s chest constricted. He hadn’t considered what losing his grandfather would mean for his plans and the new life he wanted. He’d dreamt of a gorgeous wife, two perfect children, and his grandfather in the background, enjoying the simple country life. A sting at the back of his eyes told him the truth. Gramps wouldn’t be there for Rob’s grand plan. When Gramps passed, Rob would have no family at all. The truth gripped his gut, shooting pain across his stomach. He grimaced. Rachel’s voice broke into his thoughts.

“Your grandfather is almost ninety years old. What did you think? He’d last forever?”

Rob cast his gaze to the floor. “I just didn’t think. He was always so healthy. Never got sick. Always there, like a redwood tree. I had no idea things had deteriorated so much.”

“Maybe if you’d read your email you’d know.” She folded her arms across her chest.

Rob raised his hand. “Stop!” His gaze sought hers. “I get it. I’ve been selfish, self-absorbed. I’ve ignored my grandfather. I’m a careless brute. I get it.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to. Your face says it all.”

At his comments, she blushed.

“Guilty as charged,” he said, moving to the front of the store.

“But it’s not too late. You’re here now. And we can have a great Thanksgiving,” Rachel said, following him.

Rob picked up his backpack he’d left at the front door, went into the small bedroom, and tossed it onto the dresser.

“Later,” he said, his voice rough. He closed the door.

****
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AT SEVEN THE NEXT MORNING, Rob slipped on his jeans and opened his door. The smell of brewing coffee lingered in the air. He padded barefoot from his room and went up the stairs to the spacious kitchen. His grandfather sat at the small table sipping from a mug and gazing out the window.

“Damn squirrels! They don’t leave nothin’ for the birds,” the old man muttered.

“Morning,” Rob said. “Where’s Attila the Hun?”

Gramps turned and gave him a warm smile. “Rachel? She’ll be around in a minute. She’s usually up at six. Feeds me at seven and the chickens at eight.”

Sure enough, Rob heard soft steps coming up the creaky stairs. “Morning,” she said, heading for the refrigerator. “Swiss omelets okay?”

“Sure as shootin’, missy,” Gramps said.

“Sounds great.”

With a pointed glance at Rob, she said, “Why don’t you get the dishes down and set the table?” She took eggs and cheese from the fridge.

After opening a couple of cabinets, he found the one with plates. It didn’t take him long to notice that none of the plates matched. Sure, there were ten plates, all with different designs. Not that he usually noticed stuff like that, but it embarrassed him to realize through a mismatched bunch of dishes that their deprivation had filtered down to a basic level.

He tried to cover his surprise by looking away from Rachel and Gramps.

“I know. We’re not exactly Betty Crocker here. I like to get unusual dishes from garage sales. Then if one breaks, it’s not like a set is ruined.”

He nodded, but her lie didn’t cover up the truth. His chest tightened. Blinking rapidly, he turned away. She reached out and squeezed his forearm.

“It’s okay. We’re gonna have a great Thanksgiving. We will. Really. You’ll see.” She glanced at her watch. “Let’s do breakfast quick. The kids will be here in an hour. We’ve got a lot to do.”

When his gaze met hers, he raised his eyebrows. “Really?”

“Yeah, really. Let’s go. No time to waste.” She threw butter in a pan, turned on the heat, and cracked the eggs. In ten minutes, she had loaded three omelets on plates, and they sat down to eat. 

“Thanksgiving,” Rob said, shaking his head. “I’m no cook.”

“But I am. There’s plenty for you to do, especially the heavy lifting,” Rachel said. She opened the fridge. “Like right now. Can you please pull out that bird?”

Rob reached in and grabbed the turkey, lifting it out with ease. “Where do you want it?”

“Here. Right in here.” Rachel patted the sink.

“Who put it in the fridge? You?”

Rachel chuckled. “Lord no. Kiwanis has a Thanksgiving thing they do by giving away turkeys to seniors. They delivered it. I talked the delivery guy into carrying it upstairs.”

Rob read the label. “Geez. Twenty-five pounds? Is that necessary?”

“Last year, the kids picked the bird dry. Of course, it was only twenty pounds. Had to buy a bigger one this year since you’re here.” She eyed him up and down.

“I don’t eat that much. Have to stay trim.” He noticed a sly smile on her lips as she checked him out.

“I just bet you do.” She snickered.

Gramps folded a newspaper and slipped it under his arm. “I’m going to read.”

Rachel kissed the old man’s cheek. He grinned and shuffled off to his room.

“I made a list. One for me and one for you.”

“When are these helpers showing up?”

Rachel checked her watch. “Soon. I have lists for them too.”

“Not surprised,” he muttered. “Gimme.” He snatched the list from her hand.

After looking it over, he commented, “I got all the heavy stuff.”

“You’re a man. Superior upper body strength and all that.”

He grinned. “Yeah. Superior. Remember that.”

“Oh please. Get over yourself. I used to help you with algebra, or don’t you remember?” She wore an evil smirk and rested one hand on her hip.

Suddenly that memory flooded back. He’d been in ninth grade, and she was just a kid, maybe eleven? He’d been stumped, and she taught him how to do it. He’d made her swear to secrecy.

“Nice of you to bring that up.” He didn’t give up without a fight.

“Wasn’t it?” She raised her eyebrows once, then turned her gaze to the list remaining in her hand. “Let’s get started.”

“What do you want me to do first?”

“I’ll dress the turkey. While I’m doing that, get the boards out of the closet there and put them in the table. Then spread the tablecloth. It’s on a chair by the table. Then get down dishes,” she said.

“How many?”

She counted on her fingers. “Ten.”

“Counting on your fingers? Guess your math never progressed.”

“Oh shut up. Get the plates.” He moved toward the cabinet.

“Not those. We do have good dishes. They are in the corner cabinet in the dining room. The good silver is in the corner cabinet too. Set the table. By the time you’re done, the turkey will be ready to be lifted into the pan and put in the oven.” She started the oven and then turned on the water in the sink.

Rob searched the closet until he found three boards. “Do we need all three?” he hollered from the other room.

“Yes!”

He pulled out the table gently and placed the boards and shoved it closed. After he spread the tablecloth, he went to the cabinet to gather the dishes. When he opened it, he saw pink and green flowered plates and stopped. Those were his mother’s plates. Her best china. Emotion constricted his chest and his eyes filled. Ma and Dad. His parents. How many years had it been since he’d had Thanksgiving with them? Too many.

Memories of past Thanksgivings flooded his brain. All his aunts, uncles, and cousins would come to their house. His parents and grandparents had the biggest house and the most money. Everybody brought a dish. He remembered the feeling of excitement to see his relatives. His mouth watered with the visions of the delectable homemade dishes that crowded the sideboard. Creamed onions, Brussels sprouts, buttery mashed potatoes, and sweet potato casseroles with tons of marshmallows on top. His mother’s secret recipe stuffing, and the juicy, tender turkey. His stomach growled.

It had been so many years since he’d thought about the happy days of his childhood. Mostly he remembered his troubled teen years, how he fought with his grandfather all the time, and how he couldn’t wait to get out on his own.

He pulled a handkerchief out of his back pocket, wiped his face, and blew his nose. What good did it do to wallow in memories of things past that would never be again? None. He’d made that decision shortly after hitching to California and seeking his fortune in the movies.

Yet now, as he prepared for a different kind of family Thanksgiving, he couldn’t quell those memories, couldn’t stop the longing in his chest to be part of a family again. Maybe this time he’d be the dad, do the carving, and be revered by a passel of little ones. He shook his head. Nah. That was just a vision from a movie he’d seen once. He’d never have a life like that. It wasn’t meant to be.

He put the stack of dishes on the table, stopping to run his palm over the top plate. How his mother had coveted those dishes. He remembered the Christmas his father had lugged the huge box into the living room and shoved it under the tree. His mother had gone batshit over them. And ever since, she’d treated them with tender care. Rob stepped back and counted. What did you know? There were still twelve plates intact.

He found the silver, which was his grandmother’s sterling silver flatware. Each piece was wrapped in a soft fabric and bundled together. They were a little tarnished but mostly still gleamed in the light. He carefully unwrapped them and, with respect, placed them at each place setting.

“Napkins?” he called into the kitchen.

“Oh. Yeah. In here,” she said.

He opened the drawer she pointed to and found ten white cloth napkins and returned to the dining room. Folding each one with care, he placed them under the fork at each place setting. When he finished, he stood back and stared.

Rachel moseyed into the room. “Wow. Nice job.”

He jumped at the sound of her voice.

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.”

“You didn’t.”

“Whatever. Looks really nice.”

“Just like it was when I was a kid.” Rob continued to peruse his work.

“Oh?” She raised her eyebrows and faced him.

“We used to have a big Thanksgiving dinner with my aunts, uncles, and a couple of cousins
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