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      My name is Nora Black, and I’m having a very merry messy midlife Christmas!

      50s are the new 40s, and I’m living my best life ever. I may have a few more aches and pains, graying roots, and a couple of extra pounds, but I also have two quirky best friends who always have my back. Business is booming, and my love life has never been better or hotter.

      That is until my sweetie Ezra Holden invited me home for Christmas to meet his family.

      The season is full of surprises in Ezra's hometown, like a missing cousin, a case of mistaken identity, and a slew of painful memories—none of them my own.

      This Holden Family Holiday should be filled with scents of peppermint, gingerbread, and pine, but all I smell is danger. It turns out my psychic nose really is the gift that keeps on giving.
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        December 23rd—2 days before Christmas

      

      

      World Famous Pork Tenderloin, a billboard on the right side of the road bragged. There was an accompanying picture of a sandwich stuffed with a deep-fried tenderloin, lettuce, tomatoes, pickles, and onions. The edges overlapped the plate.

      “I haven’t had a good tenderloin in years.” I put my hand on Ezra’s thigh as he drove north on Route 13. “Claiming to be world-famous is a bold brag, though. We could stop for lunch and put it to the test.”

      We were a few miles from Ezra’s hometown of Hillside and in no hurry to get there.

      The corner of Ezra’s mouth quirked up. “First, they aren’t being humble. It’s the best tenderloin around. Second, you wouldn’t be trying to use lunch to put off meeting my family, would you?”

      “Me?” I took my hand back and pressed it to my chest. “I’m excited to meet your mother.”

      He chuckled. “I know what you sound like when you’re excited, and this isn’t it.”

      “I’m trying.” I couldn’t believe he’d asked me to go home with him for the holiday. Even more unbelievable, I’d said yes. “But my excitement or lack thereof has nothing to do with my stomach. I know we have dinner plans later, but I’m hungry now.”

      “I could eat,” he said. “And we have time.”

      It was a little before noon. Later, we planned to attend the annual Christmas event in Hillside that started at four. After, we had dinner plans at the Oriental Palace Buffet with Ezra’s parents and a handful of family, including his younger sister, Elaine. Elaine had recently separated from her husband, and she and her two young daughters had moved home with his parents.

      Ezra and his sister were close, but that hadn’t always been the case. Elaine was younger than him by five years. When Ezra had gotten his high school sweetheart, Kati, pregnant with their son Mason when he was sixteen, Elaine had been in elementary school.

      Against his mother’s wishes, Ezra, with his dad’s reluctant consent, married Kati and moved in with her parents, Frank and Marla Martin. When he and Kati divorced a few years later, Ezra had supported himself doing factory work until he’d joined the police academy at the age of twenty-one.

      He rarely traveled home to Hillside to see his family and never around the holidays. As a matter of fact, this was his first Christmas back since he’d quit his job at the Springfield Police Department nine years earlier. He’d always used Mason as an excuse to stay in Garden Cove. I kind of felt like Mason was the reason he’d agreed to a Holden family Christmas this year. Ezra had been having mixed feelings about Mason going off to college a couple hundred miles away from Garden Cove. I think it made him more sympathetic to his own parents and how they must’ve felt when he moved away.

      I saw another billboard touting the Hillside Santa Walk for Charity event. “I still can’t believe that’s a thing. Explain it to me again.”

      “Every year on December twenty-third, the town sponsors a parade of Santas to raise money for charity and collect food for families in need.” A nostalgic smile played on his lips. “Traditionally, the mayor acts as the Grand Marshall, dresses like Santa and throws candy to all the kids from a float.”

      “And all the other Santas?”

      He smirked. “People pay to dress up like Santa and walk in the parade. All that money goes to a charity.”

      “How much does it cost to do it?”

      “Whatever they want to contribute, food or money. There’s no minimum.” He shrugged. “Hillside gets a couple hundred people in from all the surrounding areas who want to participate.”

      “So, a couple hundred dollars?”

      “Try thousands. Mom told me they raised twenty-six thousand dollars last year.”

      I let out a low whistle. “That’s a lot of Santas with deep pockets.”

      “The crowd donates as well, and Pike Manufacturing matches fifty percent of all donations.”

      Pike Manufacturing was the factory Ezra had worked in before going to the police academy. They made stainless steel appliances for commercial kitchens. It was the largest employer in Hillside.

      Even so, it was still a lot of money to raise for one afternoon of dress-up. “And all the participants really sport Santa suits?”

      “You get some elves, some Mrs. Clauses, and there was one guy who dressed like Krampus every year. Is it sad that I hope he’s still around?”

      I laughed. “Nope. Not sad. The event sounds like fun.” The outside temperature on the car display read thirty-one degrees. “I wish it was warmer, though.” The idea of standing outside for a long period of time in nearly freezing temperatures felt a little like torture.

      “My dad and my Uncle Orsen have done the Santa walk since before I was born. We always go to the parade. My parents will expect us to go.”

      “I’m glad I brought warm clothes.” I rubbed my arms, thinking about the cold but also what it was going to be like to meet his parents for the first time.  “I don’t want to disappoint your mom and dad.”

      “You won’t.” His gaze grew distant as if he were lost in thought.

      “Are you nervous?” I asked him.

      He raised a brow. “About them meeting you?”

      “Sure.” I realized I’d been holding tension in my shoulders for the entire ride. I rolled them back to get some relief, and there was a satisfying pop. “I mean, even if I wasn’t…you know, me, it would still be a big deal, you know, taking someone home to meet the parents and all that jazz.” Lord, I was rambling. Our age difference rarely came up, and between us, it hadn’t been a problem. But now, he was taking me home to meet his mom and dad, who were both only a few years older than me. It made my age feel like a whole lot bigger issue.

      Ezra pulled off MO-13 and into Weston’s restaurant parking lot. “I’m not nervous about them meeting you.” He put the car in park. “I’ve done so many things that have upset and frustrated them over the years. Bringing home a beautiful, successful, educated woman is going to be a huge improvement in their eyes.”

      “I think you’re being really optimistic.”

      “If anyone says or does anything that makes you uncomfortable, we’ll leave.”

      I nodded. “Okay.” I hated the butterflies dancing around in my gut. I was too old to feel this insecure. My parents were both deceased, so I didn’t have to worry about what they thought of me dating a man almost nineteen years my junior. Ezra, on the other hand, his parents, barring illness, were probably going to be around for a long time to come. If we stayed together, this was going to be an issue that I’d have to face over and over again. “It’ll be fine,” I assured him. “I’m certain we’ll all get along.”

      Ezra snickered. “You overestimate my family’s ability to get along, but I can promise you this, there is nothing that anyone could say or do that would make me give up what I have with you.” He leaned across the seat to me, and I swear the air sizzled when his lips brushed mine. “I love you, Nora Black. You make me happy. That’s the only thing I care about. Got it?”

      I kissed him back, my stomach dipping as the pleasure of him washed over my body. “Got it,” I said a bit breathlessly.

      “Good.” He patted my knee, then sat up and got out of the car.

      We’d been on the road for almost four hours, so I was glad to get out and stretch. As I gathered my purse from the floorboard, he walked around to my side and opened the door for me. A whoosh of cool air rushed inside the car.

      I swung my legs out and stood. “Dang, it’s freezing out here.”

      The restaurant was a large building with brown siding and a beige metal roof with a low pitch. The parking lot had at least a dozen other cars and trucks in the lot.

      “It’s busy.” I zipped my burgundy puffer coat all the way up and pulled up the collar.

      “There’ll be room.” Ezra put his arm around my shoulders. “It’s got a lot of seating inside.” He gave me a squeeze. “Come on.”

      The large windows were flocked at the edges. Cling-film candy canes and snowmen were stuck in the centers of the panes, and there was a cling-film wreath on the glass front door that made me snicker. Gilly and Pippa had gone all out on decorations at Scents and Scentsability, our shop in Garden Cove. When I got home from this trip, it was going to take a week to take all the decorations down. Cling stickers would have been so much easier.

      When we first walked into Weston’s Restaurant, I braced myself for the inundation of aromas.

      “I’m getting the last onion ring.” A man reaches out to a nearly empty plate, and a woman slaps his hand away with a hearty laugh.

      A child runs around a table playing tag with another child as cherry pie is served to two adults.

      “It’s over.” A woman stands up from the table, knocking over a cup of black coffee. “I’m leaving you."

      “If I can fit this entire piece of chocolate cake into my mouth,” another woman says, “then you have to take me out dancing Saturday night at the Tire Iron.”

      The guy across from her says, “If you can fit that whole thing in your mouth, then I’ll marry you on Saturday.”

      There were a half dozen more small memories, significant to their holders but relatively meaningless to me. As usual, I couldn’t see any of their faces. They were blurred out like how Hollywood does with people who don’t sign a release form on reality shows. After two years plus of seeing other people’s scent-related memories, I’d gotten used to it. I took a few deep breaths and thought of my own memories. It helped clear away the cobwebs.

      “You okay?” Ezra asked.

      I smiled up at him. “Yep.”

      A thin older woman, probably in her mid to late sixties, with bright orange hair, stood behind a refrigerated dessert counter with over a dozen varieties of pies on display. The glorious sight of piled-high meringue, pecan pie, pumpkin pie, blackberry cobbler, apple pie and more was mouthwatering.

      She gathered up two menus and two sets of napkin-rolled silverware and stepped out from behind. “Just the two of you?”

      “Just the two of us,” Ezra affirmed.

      She gave us a genial smile and then nodded. “Follow me.”

      The hostess led us to a booth in the front corner. It was cold near the window, but I appreciated being able to see my car. Was I worried about vehicular theft? No, not really. But I’d packed away some presents for Ezra and his family in the back, including extra soaps and lotions from the shop, just in case there were people I hadn’t accounted for, so it made me a little warier.

      The hostess asked cheerfully, “Can I get you folks started with drinks while you look over the menu?”

      “Diet coke with lemon,” I answered.

      “I’ll have the same.” Ezra took off his jacket and sat down. “Minus the lemon.” He wore the teal green and black flannel shirt I liked so much. The blue-green color made his eyes even more vibrant.

      After she left, I read through the menu. “Oh, man. They have fried okra.”

      “You should get some.” He scanned his menu. “I’m having the tenderloin with fries and ordering onion rings to share.”

      “That sounds good, too.” Truth was, just about everything on the menu sounded delicious, if not high-calorie and a little artery-hardening. I’d put on a few pounds over the past couple of months, but I’d decided to worry about that after the holidays were over. “I’ll have the same.”

      A different server came back to our table with our drinks. “Here you go.” She set the Diet Cokes on the table. “Are you all ready to order?”

      I looked up from the menu. The server was another thin woman, but this one was in her thirties. She dug a pad and pencil out of her pocket. Her dark blonde hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail, making her angular features look sharp and hard.

      “We’ll have two tenderloin sandwiches with fries and an order of onion rings and fried okra.” Ezra gave me a crooked smile. “You only live once.”

      I smirked and shook my head as I glanced back up at the server. “What he said.”

      She was staring at Ezra. “Easy?” Her brown eyes were alight with recognition. “Oh my gosh. Easy Holden?”

      Ezra turned to look at her. He didn’t register any recognition until she gave more detail about herself. “Trudy Donaldson, well, Harker now. From high school.”

      The creases around his eyes softened. “Trudy, yeah, hey. How are you?”

      “Doing good,” she said quickly. “Keeping busy.”

      “I see that.” He gave a quick scan of the filled tables in the room. “Is this place still as good as I remember?”

      “Still got the best sandwiches in the state,” she crowed.

      “In the world,” I joked.

      Ezra laughed. “Trudy, this is my partner, Nora Black.”

      We’d decided a while back that girlfriend and boyfriend were terms that didn’t suit us, and we’d landed on the word partner.

      However, Trudy mistook the meaning. “Oh, that’s so nice. Are you a detective, too?” she asked me.

      “No.” I laughed softly. “Though, I have been known to dabble.”

      She gave us a confused look, and when I didn’t explain more, she tapped her pad with the pencil. “I’ll get your order in.”

      “Thanks.” Ezra gave me a sly look. “Dabble, huh?”

      “Do you think everyone is going to think I’m your work partner?”

      “We can always come up with a better term if you want?” He leaned forward and put his elbows on the table as he stared at me with those hypnotizing green eyes. “My better half, my lover, my more-than-friend, my old la⁠—”

      I snapped my gaze to his. “Not if you like living.”

      He chuckled. “The yin to my yang, my reason for getting out of bed.” He wiggled his brows. “My reason for getting into bed.”

      I nearly choked on my soda. “You’re ridiculous.”

      “Ridiculously in love with you,” he agreed.

      I rolled my eyes, but I’ll admit, I was “ridiculously” pleased. Ezra knew how to assure me in a way that didn’t leave any room for interpretation. “Partner is fine.” I put my hands in the middle of the table, and Ezra took them. “People can think what they want.”

      The restaurant had some Christmas decorations inside, including a giant Santa, but the walls were mostly adorned with old tin signs, taxidermized deer heads and wild turkeys, along with autographed pictures of silver screen stars and country music singers. Thick wooden beams crossed the vaulted ceilings, and there were fans recessed into the spaces. None were turned on, thank heavens. It was cold enough without a breeze. There were sports on several different televisions, but the volume was down as music played softly in the background.

      I watched as Trudy brought a tray of food out and distributed it to a family of five sitting a few tables away from us. One of the plates had a tenderloin sandwich on it, and I was happy to see there was still some truth in advertising. Damn, it looked tasty.

      “Yum.” I pointed toward the table.

      Ezra looked where I indicated, and the smile on his face faded. His brows knit close, creasing the skin between his eyes as his focus intensified.

      “What’s wrong?” I pressed his fingers to get his attention. “Do you know that family?”

      “What?” He turned his gaze to me and then shook his head before looking back in that direction. “Not them. But I know the people sitting on the other side of them at that small table.”

      I scanned past the family to a couple. The man had a tall torso and was broadly built. He had thick dark hair and a short, well-groomed beard. The woman was youngish, probably in her late twenties or early thirties, and she had wavy blonde hair, striking dark eyebrows, and a narrow face.

      “Who are they?” I asked him.

      “The man is my sister’s soon-to-be ex-husband.”

      “Oh.” I nodded for him to go ahead. “And the woman? I take it she’s not your sister.”

      “Nope.” Ezra frowned. “That’s my cousin Penny Carlson.”

      “You’re Aunt Lettie’s daughter?” He had given me the family rundown after I’d said yes to the trip. Aunt Lettie, his mom’s sister, had three children. Penny was the oldest of the bunch.

      Ezra nodded, his face reddening as the soon-to-be-ex Rob leaned over and laid his fingers across cousin Penny’s forearm.

      Ezra let go of my hand and stood up from the booth.

      Oh, boy.
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      “Ezra,” I cautioned. However, I didn’t move to stop him. My guy was not hasty or impulsive. He didn’t act out of anger. He wasn’t a rash man.

      Which is why I was completely taken by surprise when he strolled across the restaurant and grabbed his startled soon-to-be-ex-brother-in-law’s shoulder, and demanded, “Just what the hell are you playing at, Rob?”

      Rob gaped at Ezra, astonishment plain on his face. “Easy?”

      “Oh my, God. Easy?” Cousin Penny scooted back in her chair and stood up. “I am not doing this,” she said. “Rob, I’m sorry. I just can’t.”

      “You need to tell me why you’re here with him,” Ezra demanded.

      “That’s none of your business,” she announced.

      Ezra gestured to Rob. “Since this fool is still married to my sister, it is my business.”

      Their voices were raised loud enough to get the attention of the other diners. I debated on intervening, but Ezra trusted me to handle my stuff. I’d trust him to handle his.

      “Now, take it easy, Ezra.” Rob held out his hands in a “calm down” manner. Apparently, he was smart enough to keep his own emotions in check. “I know this looks bad, but there ain’t⁠—”

      “No.” Penny cut him off. “You don’t owe him an explanation.” She looked back and forth between the two men. “Besides, this is over.”

      “Now, Penny, don’t⁠—”

      “No,” she said firmly. “Over and done. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      “We can have this conversation now, or….” Ezra narrowed his gaze at her as he removed his hand from Rob. “Would you rather do it in front of all of our family at dinner tonight?”

      Penny’s eyes widened, and she looked genuinely afraid as she grabbed her purse and fled to the bathroom. Since it didn’t look like the men would come to blows, I grabbed my purse and went to check on her.

      There was a chicken on the women’s restroom door with a sign above it that spelled, Hens. I imagined the men’s bathroom had a rooster. Inside, there were five stalls, four regular and one handicap. I could hear sniffling going on behind the second closed stall door. One thing I wasn’t going to do was try to talk to someone while they were on the toilet.

      Instead, I went to the sink and washed my hands. I looked at myself in the mirror, horrified by the way the LED lighting washed out my skin. After drying my hands, I took a tinted lip balm, no scent, from my purse and dabbed a little color on my cheeks before applying it to my lips, then reassessed. Still bad, but better.

      There was a nose blow and a toilet flush before Penny came out to the sinks. She barely looked at me, her eyes red and puffy, as she washed her hands.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “I’m fine.” She gave me a suspicious glance before grabbing a few paper towels. “Or I will be.”  Penny took a bottle of cologne from her purse and pumped a fine mist in front of her, then leaned into it.

      It had sweet notes of berries and bergamot, and the scent made my head spin.

      “You smell good enough to eat,” a man says as he pulls a woman close. They’re standing by a gold-flecked kitchen counter, a white fridge with a dent and a thick scratch on the top freezer door behind them. “Do you like it?”

      The woman holds a bottle of cologne in her hand. She sniffs it. “I love it.”

      He nuzzles her neck. “God, how did I get so lucky?”

      She wraps her arms around his waist. “I am a catch,” she jokes.

      “You are,” he says. “And when this is all over, I’ll make sure you have the life you always dreamed of.”

      “And we’ll get Kyle?”

      He kisses her. “Of course. We’ll be a family.”

      “You make me so happy, Jay.”

      “And I plan to keep making you happy for as long as we live.”

      The undercurrent of near obsession choked me.

      “Are you all right?” Penny asked. “Your whole face went pale.”

      “It’s the lighting.” I gave my cheeks a light pinch. I knew I’d be running into her again, so I confessed my identity. “I’m with Ezra, by the way.”

      She sighed with mild frustration
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TERMINATION
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