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Chapter One
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Nikki Mancini couldn’t stop herself from humming as the holiday tune filled the kitchen from her phone perched on the table. “Merry little Christmas. . .” The familiar words slipped out as she rolled a soft mound of dough on the wooden cutting board. 

“This crust is almost ready, Mom,” Nikki said. “It’s for lemon meringue, right? Hint, hint. . .” She raised her eyebrows and grinned. 

Her mother leaned over the pot simmering on the stove and took a deep sniff. She held the lid and gave the bubbling sauce a stir with a wooden spoon. Long shafts of winter sunlight, cloudy with swirls of flour dust, spilled through the kitchen window. 

Nikki’s Aunt Trudie answered, “This one’s mincemeat.” Trudie leaned over the counter and poised her knife over a pile of nuts. She had the same thick, black hair and laughing eyes as her twin brother, Nikki’s father. “Not very Italian, but it’s one of your dad’s favorites.” She turned a smile toward Nikki. “My kids like it too.” 

“Are they coming for the holidays this year?” Nikki blew a stray hair away from her cheek, then glanced at her aunt. The phone launched into an orchestral version of “Silver Bells.”

“Just Drew and his girlfriend for Christmas Day. Shelby is spending the day with her boyfriend’s family this year.” She sighed. “Can’t have everybody at once, I guess, especially as the kids grow up.” 

Nikki frowned and pressed the dough with more force than necessary into the glass pan. She fluted the edges with her thumbprints, still frowning. Though she was only twenty-four, she’d probably be at this very table in thirty years doing the same thing. The single daughter, making piecrusts at Christmas.

“We’ll still have a crowd.” Her mother’s tone showed she clearly enjoyed her tasks. “Not that I mind, of course.” 

Nikki rolled her aching shoulders backward, then forward. She too loved the annual tradition of helping her mother cook on holidays. From October on, she looked forward to the holiday season. Basking in the festivity, surrounded by tantalizing smells and traditional music. . . 

That year, there would be twenty around the table. Ample motivation for Nikki, her mother, and her Aunt Trudie to work with the unflinching focus of a military campaign two days in advance. 

Living only a town away enabled Nikki to drop by her parents’ house easily and often anytime throughout the year. The Big House, as her parents’ home was called by family members, was the official gathering place for the Mancini clan. This Christmas stood apart from other holidays. The very thought of one particular guest due to arrive later that day stoked a flutter like a flock of birds deep inside her.

“Are Danny and Cheryl coming tomorrow, Marie?” Aunt Trudie nudged her glasses up on her nose. 

“Yes, they’ll get here tomorrow afternoon. Danny couldn’t get away from the dealership any earlier. I guess lots of people are buying cars for Christmas gifts this year.” Nikki’s mother moved briskly to the refrigerator and back to the stove, a wedge of fresh parmesan in one hand. “I wish my Danny lived closer, like Nikki and Laura. Once the new baby comes, I’ll probably have to go out to them more often.”

“And isn’t Mike coming this year too?” Trudie asked. Something inside Nikki’s stomach jolted. She tried to look nonchalant, unsure if she’d succeeded. 

“Yes, it’s his year.” Nikki’s mother chuckled. “He knows he’d be disowned by the family if he didn’t come for Christmas at least every three years. Jim and Catherine are on their way to the airport now to pick him up. They should all be here by dinner.”

Nikki glanced down at her watch. 

“I guess Mike has made his own life out in San Francisco,” Trudie said. “It’ll be so nice to see him again, after all this time. Remember, Nikki, when you were young and had a crush on him?” She chuckled.

“Please, Aunt Trudie.” Nikki took a jocular tone to hide her mortification and the hot flush creeping up her neck. “I took a lot of teasing for that. For years.” 

“Said you wanted to marry him. It was so cute. You were only, what, six or seven?”

“Something like that.” Nikki sighed, and her mind groped for options to change the subject. Snow that evening? Flu outbreak? She’d have to think of something.

“I’m surprised he’s not married yet,” her mother said. “So handsome and smart.” 

Nikki shrugged with feigned indifference. Let it go already.

“He was engaged, or almost, to that girl who dumped him. Stephanie, or something?” Trudie shook her head. “He’s almost a member of the family, but I know so little about his life.” 

Marie swiped her hands on her apron. “We’ll put those pies in the freezer and thaw them on Christmas morning.” She turned to her youngest daughter, her dark eyes smiling through rimless glasses. “Thanks for all your help.”

“Bet you’re glad to have some vacation time, Nikki.” Trudie rinsed her hands. “Teaching high school must be challenging.” 

“Try it in a foreign language.” Nikki pictured her students and smiled. “I love ‘em, though. Every year there’s a problem kid or two. This year it’s Torrie the Terror, in French Two. I’m always on the fence between wanting to be her friend and wanting to smack her.” 

Trudie and Marie laughed. Nikki was grateful that the conversation had moved on from Mike and her childhood infatuation. “I’ve finished these crusts, so I’m going to go out to cut some greenery for the mantle.” And escape any more awkward conversations.

She pushed back the chair with an abrupt scrape, washed her hands, and escaped to the hall. After stealing another glance at her watch, she slipped into her fleece jacket. Just a few more hours.

Ginger, the aging orange and white cocker spaniel, gazed up at her with watery black eyes. Nikki bent down and rubbed her ears. “My good old girl.” At least Ginger wouldn’t remind her of childhood embarrassments. Ginger would keep Nikki’s secret.

She went out the front door. The chill of December, refreshing after the hot kitchen, immersed her, stinging her cheeks. The pine scent from the wreaths affixed to the huge double doors wove a slight tang into the winter air. She headed to the bushy white pine tree in the backyard, clippers in hand. 

After college, Nikki hadn’t been very adventurous. Instead, she returned to Adams Bridge, where she’d grown up. There was something decidedly reassuring about being able to drop by the Big House anytime she wanted to. And it felt good to be part of a large, close family. Especially at Christmas.  

Nikki pushed her glove away from her wrist to glance once more at her watch, trapping the pine boughs in the crook of her elbow. Mike’s plane was due to touch down in about one hour.

Three years had passed since she’d seen Mike. Would things be any different this time? If only she could feel nothing but friendship for Mike Branagan, finally free from the chronic, aching chasm of unreturned love. She’d try to get through the holidays with their friendship intact as well as keep her heart in one piece. 

Once back inside, she arranged the pine on the mantle near the couch where her older sister, Laura, sat with her boyfriend, Trey. Nikki’s eyes frequently roved to her watch, like a hummingbird to nectar. 

At six-thirty, car doors slammed outside, and a clatter of voices approached the front porch. Nikki swallowed. It’s just Mike. You’ve known him your whole life. 

That was part of the problem.

There was a loud knock, then the muffled “Ho, ho, ho.” Her grandfather’s voice on the front porch. Her mother dashed into the foyer, still aproned, and eagerly yanked open the front door. Grandpa Jim’s navy blue down parka doubled his body volume, the collar nearly hiding his whiskered jaw and wide grin. 

Mike materialized behind him like a long-awaited mirage in a tan bomber jacket. He looked weary, his chin smudged with a five o’clock shadow. Thick dark hair swung across his forehead and deep brown eyes lit his slightly rounded face. Nikki’s heart tugged inside her.

Lastly, Catherine, Nikki’s step-grandmother, shuffled in, carrying a covered dish. She pulled the door behind her with a clack and placed her casserole into Marie’s waiting hands. “Whew, it’s cold!” She shivered and unwound her frizzy, red scarf. “Traffic wasn’t as bad as we expected on a holiday. We made good time.”

Immediately, the family enfolded Mike in hugs. “Frank, Laura, great to see you,” he said to Nikki’s father and sister. “Marie, you look good.” He gave Nikki’s mother a tight hug, then shook hands with Trey. When he saw Nikki, his face widened into a warm smile, dimples lengthening. Her insides seemed to liquefy.  

“Hey, Nikki.” Mike’s arms encircled her, and he lifted her a few inches off the ground. 

“You look just the same,” she whispered against his ear as she breathed in the faded scent of his cologne.

“And you keep getting better.” He pulled back, his hands still on her shoulders. Was he simply glad to see her, or might there be more? She pulled her tunic sweater down further, in case he noticed the five pounds she’d gained since his last visit.

“You must be tired and hungry, Mike.” Nikki’s mother pulled his jacket away from his outstretched arms and piled it atop Jim’s and Catherine’s. “Dinner’s ready, so we can eat now.” 

Everyone filed into the dining room, chattering as they went. Nikki and her mother brought platters of roast beef, potatoes, vegetables, steaming biscuits, and gravy into the dining room. Nikki relaxed, since the moment which she’d obsessed about for weeks was finally past. At least Mike seemed glad to see her. 

Colored Christmas lights blinked around the picture window.  A steady glow shimmered out from the red tapered candles Marie had spaced down the long table. The clink of cutlery against china plates broke into the hum of conversation. Muted strains of Christmas music floated in from the den. Mike was the center of everyone’s curiosity, having given little news over the past three years.

“What do you do in San Francisco?” Trey broke his usual silence and leaned forward on his elbows.

“I work as a graphic designer for a software company,” Mike said. “I also have a few rental houses I fixed up and rent to low-income families.” He glanced at Nikki, holding her gaze for a second, just before a new volley of questions came from her mother. 

Mike answered Marie. Appearing eager to turn attention away from himself, he turned to Nikki’s father. “How’s the car business doing, Frank? Has the economy affected it very much?”

Nikki’s father preened. “Last year we opened a new dealership, so that makes four. The one Danny manages has been doing well. In all, I’d say it’s very good. I should start thinking about retirement.” His impish smile belied the sincerity of his words.

“I don’t know what I’d do with him underfoot.” Marie grinned as she reached for the gravy boat. “I’d have to work full-time instead of part time.”  

The rest of the meal passed in a blur as the noise level rose and the food kept flowing from the kitchen. Nikki stayed quiet, observing and listening. She longed to fill her eyes with the sight of Mike, after years of what felt like starvation, but didn’t dare. She’d be mortified if anyone guessed her feelings, those she’d carefully hidden for so long. When everyone had finished dessert, Nikki stood to help clear the dishes.

“Nikki, sit awhile,” her mother said gently. “Then we’ll do it together.” To no one in particular, she added, “Nikki’s been an enormous help during the holidays.” 

“It’s okay, Mom. I don’t mind.” Nikki gathered a few plates into a pile, doing what she did so easily, fading away into practical work. Catherine rose to help her as the conversation around the table continued. 

After sponging off the last counter, Nikki was alone in the kitchen. She rummaged under the sink for dishwashing powder, then stood to find Mike leaning against the counter. “You disappeared,” he said. “Not tired of me already, are you?” 

“Hardly!” She met his eyes, which sparkled with amusement and warmth. “There were too many people talking all at once. And just wait till Christmas when that number will triple.” She grinned to let him know she didn’t mind.

He crossed his arms and smiled back at her, the same relaxed warmth she remembered, had imagined so many times. He was really here. In the flesh. 

“I have an idea.” His eyes engaged hers. “To get you away from the noisy crowd. Why don’t we meet for breakfast tomorrow so we can catch up? Jerry’s Deli for lox and bagels, hot coffee, fried eggs? Tempted?”

“Hmm. Might be noisy there too. How about Pancake Palace?”

“Ten o’clock?”

“You’re on. Do you remember how to get there?” 

“Pancake Palace? That was my second home in high school. All-nighters at the Palace, remember?”

“No, I guess I was out of your life by that time,” Nikki said quietly. Instantly she regretted her words, fearing he’d hear an accusation.

His expression softened and his voice dropped almost to a whisper. “My loss. We’ll catch up tomorrow at ten, okay?”

He stepped toward her for a hug goodbye. It was only a brotherly hug, but Nikki felt carried away by a dream, buried in his arms for just a moment. With difficulty, she released him. “See you tomorrow.”

––––––––
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AT THE OLD FARMHOUSE where he’d spent his high school years, Mike sank wearily onto the foot of the bed in his old room. It smelled of decades-old furniture and musty books. Following a quick cup of hot chocolate with Jim and Catherine, he’d begged for sleep and trudged up the creaky stairs. His body sagged with fatigue, but his thoughts were in freefall as the present collided with the past.

His gaze found all the evidence of familiarity, vestiges of a life left behind. High school wrestling and basketball trophies, faded team photos, and school banners lined knotty pine shelves along one wall. Several sketches of animals and landscapes that he’d drawn as a teenager, yellowed with curled up edges, were still thumb tacked to the wood paneling. 

He should really clean all this up one day. It had little bearing on his current life and provoked a truckload of negative memories when he visited. He felt like a completely different person than he had been then. Or had he ever been that person? 

His new life in San Francisco was uncluttered, carefully sealed off from shadowy memories of grief and loss. There, he could pretend he didn’t have a past.

He leaned toward the shelf to peer at a photo of himself with Danny, standing in soccer uniforms, feet spread apart, grins reaching wide. They must have been eight or nine, shortly after they had become best friends. 

Absent from the shelf was a photo of his parents. At first, it had been too painful to have their faces staring at him every day. After that, he just never bothered to put their picture with the others. Back when life was normal, his parents’ work absorbed their days. He’d spent a lot of time hanging around with Danny, Nikki, and Laura at the Big House, in the above-ground pool or in the neighborhood. After the accident, he was there even more, at Marie’s insistence. Every holiday, for dinner, all the time. 

Maybe Marie had felt sorry for him. At any rate, the Mancinis had always treated him like a member of the family, especially Jim and Catherine, who’d taken him in when his parents were suddenly ripped out of his life. 

Only Frank had been distant and communicated disapproval without words. Mike wasn’t a Mancini. No, he would always be Mike Branagan, and he was alone, despite his borrowed family.

He missed San Francisco already. 

Mike toed off his shoes, leaned back, and stretched full length on the bed. He hooked his arms behind his head and stared up at the ceiling, letting fatigue flow over him like shallow waves. A month ago, he started wondering whether he should taper off his visits to New York. They were few already. He made the trip at Christmas every three years, mostly for Jim and Catherine. He owed it to them, especially after some of the rough patches he’d put them through during his adolescence. But these trips blocked his full recovery, sucking him back into the past each time he came east. Sure, he’d miss them all, but in time they’d fade from one another’s memories, like a mild case of amnesia. 

Mike let out a sigh. So much for those plans. Ely’s phone call last week changed everything. His father’s friend had kept sporadic contact with Mike over the years. That gesture had threaded comfort and continuity into his life, brushing the surface of his aloneness. 

As the executor of his parents’ estate, Ely had completed all the necessary financial requirements following the accident. But the previous week, he’d called out of the blue and claimed to have new information about Mikes’ parents’ deaths. After thirteen years. An unwelcome jolt splintered Mike’s fragile healing. 

Mike had no choice but to wait for Ely’s return to town after Christmas to hear the news. In the meantime, he’d attempt to enjoy the holidays and the people who, despite everything, still seemed to care about him.

And Nikki. A different emotion rushed in unbidden when he thought of her. How she looked tonight, her gray eyes sober, her olive skin set off against a bright red sweater. There it was again, a tug of attraction. It had begun three years earlier during his last visit. 

He smiled, picturing her following him around, love-struck, when she was only seven. Tonight was a different story. She looked even more grown-up than she had three years ago. And how amazing that they’d both found faith about a year apart. Who could have ever guessed that would happen? 

She puzzled him, though. She’d been quiet at dinner, almost avoiding his eyes, though he’d tried several times to snag her gaze and send her a smile. At least tomorrow they’d talk over breakfast and catch up on the last few years, hopefully renewing the friendship they’d had as kids. The friendship he’d been guilty of letting slip away, and just when he’d so needed a friend. 

Despite the emotional turmoil these Christmas visits provoked, seeing Nikki again might add a much-needed bright spot. He’d ignore his attraction to her. Soon enough, he’d be back in his own world on the West Coast.
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Chapter Two
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The parking lot of the Pancake Palace was packed. Nikki spied an available space as someone backed out and wedged her Honda between two SUVs. She cut the motor, then checked her appearance in the rear-view mirror. Despite a turbulent night’s sleep, she looked alert, hopefully even cute, in a black cable-knit sweater and fleece vest. Silver hoop earrings glistened through her wavy, dark hair and a silver braid necklace that had belonged to her grandmother, hung around her neck.

She pushed the chilled glass door and breathed in the smell of fried hash browns. Along one wall a wide opening gaped toward the noisy kitchen where cooks slammed prepared plates upon a metal counter. 

After a quick scan of the dining room, Nikki spotted Mike already seated in a booth. She took a breath, crossed the room, and slid into the vinyl seat opposite him. 

His eyes, hooded with fatigue, lifted to hers and he smiled. He already cradled a steaming mug of coffee in both hands. He lifted it toward her. “Hope you don’t mind. I started without you. I forgot that you can still get jet lag with only a three-hour time difference.” A fleece sweatshirt covered his broad, sloping shoulders. The sleeves were pushed up to mid-forearm, revealing thick, manly wrists and a brown woven bracelet. 

“Your body still thinks it’s seven in the morning.” Nikki looked down at the menus sitting on the vinyl tablecloth and suddenly felt awkward.  “Have you decided what to order?” Even if she wasn’t distracted by the hammering in her rib cage, how could they catch up after so many years?

“I always order the same thing. Special Number Nine, Eggs Benedict with orange juice.” He leaned back and stared at her. “I don’t know where to start, Nikki.” An apology laced his voice. “I haven’t kept in touch very well.”

“How long will you be in New York?”

“Till the twenty-eighth.” 

Nikki’s shoulders dropped and she pressed her lips together. “Not very long, then.” 

Mike lifted his head when a flushed waitress with a graying ponytail appeared. She took their order and poured coffee for them. After she left, Mike and Nikki looked at each other in silence then laughed. “Okay, you first,” he said. “Tell me about your job, your life. Bring me up to date.”

“Okay, that’s easy.” Nikki reached for her coffee mug. “I’m in my second year teaching high school English and French. I share an apartment with Elaine, my best friend from college.”

“French, huh? All I know is ‘je ne sais pas’ and ‘je t’aimez’, or something like that.”

Nikki laughed. She began to relax. “That won’t get you very far, but it could get you into trouble.”

Mike grinned back at her. “Do you enjoy teaching high school? And is it true that teaching teenagers is a hard job? And why English and French instead of just one? Sorry, too many questions.”

“Ah, a press conference. First of all, I love teaching. Once you get to know the students, they’re really great. I’m not much older than they are, so I have to be firm in the beginning of the year.” 

She settled against the seat, glad that her nerves were calming down. They were friends, after all. Friends catching up after a long, long time. She took a deep gulp of tepid coffee. “And I teach English and French because I love both subjects. I minored in French. Then there was this perfect opening at the high school for teaching both. That’s one reason I came back here.”

“I wondered why you came back to Adams Bridge.”

Nikki swallowed. What a naïve child she must seem to him. She’d run back home after graduation, while Mike had gone all the way across the country for college, then settled there. “Yeah, it’s not too exciting going back home after college.” She shrugged and stared down at the tabletop. “I planned on starting my career here to get some experience and then going someplace else. I guess I’m not as courageous as you were, going to California.”

Mike grimaced and looked at his hands. “It wasn’t really courage. I just felt like I was ready for a new life somewhere else.” 

“It didn’t bother you, going there alone?”

His dark eyes lifted, nearly piercing hers for a moment. “I’ve been alone for a long time, Nikki.” His statement weighed heavy in the air. Words eluded her so she sat in silence.

In a bright voice that seemed forced, Mike said, “I’m trying to picture you getting tough with a group of teenagers. You must be stronger than you look. I still imagine you as a little kid.”

“No, I’m not that little girl anymore,” Nikki said firmly, adjusting to his abrupt change of topic. “See, I’m all grown up.” She framed her face playfully with both hands. She had to redraw the lines of their relationship. 

“Yeah, I see that.” He grinned. “Now I want to hear how you came to know the Lord. Tell me everything.” 

The waitress arrived again, placing two plates of steaming oily breakfast food before them. She poured more coffee and disappeared again. 

Nikki sliced into her stack of pancakes. “You know I grew up Catholic, but in our family, it was mostly a label, nothing more. My friend Elaine invited me to a campus ministry meeting. The meetings were fun, and I met new people. And I got curious about God. I’d never thought much about Him before, but when I knew it was possible to know Him, I really wanted to. So, Elaine and I began to study the Bible together every week. At the end of my junior year, I gave my heart to Jesus.” 

Mike’s expression softened. “That’s great. I was so happy to hear you’re a believer.”

“What about you?” 

Mike’s brow creased. “My story is, uh, different. Difficult. God must have known it would take a crisis of some kind for me to turn my attention toward Him.” He thrust one hand through his hair. “My crisis was Stephanie.”

Nikki watched his face. “Your fiancé?”

Mike nodded. “We weren’t actually engaged yet. I met Stephanie the spring after my last Christmas visit. We started dating and a few months later, I moved in with her. She’d gotten interested in Christianity through a colleague at work, so she and I started visiting churches together. That got me interested too. I pictured us together on this journey of spiritual discovery.”

He paused. Nikki thought she saw his eyes glisten for a moment before he blinked and continued. “That lasted a few months, then one day she tells me she’s in love with someone else. I was on the verge of proposing to her, planned on spending my life with her, and she falls for another guy, right under my nose.”

Nikki leaned forward. It was as though the distance they’d gathered over the silent years fell away, as his honesty lay bare before her. How could any woman walk away from him, hurt him so deeply? “How awful. You must have been so hurt.”

“Devastated is more like it.” Mike’s voice held a gravelly edge. He shook his head, frowning. “I’ve never felt that kind of pain in my life. I’d never had my heart broken before.”    

He leaned back and pushed his half-empty plate away. “But afterward the interest in God stuck with me. I hurt so bad, I was running to Him for answers. Didn’t know what else to do. I went back to the church and one day after the service I met with the pastor. Told him my story. He led me to Christ then put me in touch with a guy at the church who was looking for a roommate.” He finally smiled and the previous gloom seeped away from his face. “I felt less alone, like I had a family and a father.”

“I was so happy to hear about it, I couldn’t wait to email you.”

“Your email made my day too. Both of us now believers. As kids, didn’t it seem like our hearts were already going in the same direction?”

Nikki nodded, sensing he’d read her mind. Hearing about his pain and his burgeoning faith clutched at her heart with breathtaking force. I have always loved you. I will always love you, Michael Branagan.

His voice broke into her thoughts. “What are you doing the rest of the day?”

“Uh, nothing. I’m free all day,” she said in a casual tone, though his question caused a joyful flutter inside. She hoped he hadn’t seen the silent confession on her face.

“I have to return Jim’s car, but if you follow me in yours, we can still hang out.”

“That would be great. Why don’t we drive over to the reservoir and stir up some old memories?” She watched his face.

He laughed. “Got lots of those.”

Nikki followed him in her car to Grandpa Jim and Catherine’s house, at each stoplight shoving papers and trash under the seats. When they arrived, Mike parked and slipped into her passenger seat. Minutes later they arrived at the reservoir, a natural park area between the towns of Greenbrier and Adams Bridge. Nikki’s car sat alone in the parking lot. The reservoir glistened glassy gray, hemmed by spindly bare trees reaching upward on every side. Layered sheaths of milky clouds hung as if ready to fall into the water with a splash. 

They walked together toward the edge of the reservoir. A breeze reached chilly fingers under Nikki’s scarf and scattered ripples across the water’s surface. “Remember the path over there that goes all the way around one side of the lake?”

“I’ll race you.” Mike’s eyes held mischief and they both took off running.

He ran ahead along the worn path that followed the embankment as their feet pounded the nearly frozen dirt. Once they were partway around the lake, Mike slowed down and finally stopped, gulping air. “Here it is.” Puffs of vapor spouted upward with his breath. He stepped gingerly over some large boulders, and reached back to guide Nikki. They treaded on a few more rocks and settled into a familiar place, a cove where they used to sit as children to talk or hide. 

Nikki looked around with wonder. “It’s been so long, I’m not sure I would’ve known how to find this place again.”

“I come to this spot every time I’m back in New York.” He encircled one bent knee with his clasped hands.

“Oh? I thought you didn’t like coming back at all.”

“I don’t, really. I come back mostly to see Jim and Catherine. And of course, you and Danny and Marie.” He smiled. “I don’t hate it here. I just feel that in California I can be myself.”

“Sometimes I want to do that too, live somewhere else.” Nikki shivered. “Why do you come here to the reservoir when you’re visiting?” 

“My life out west is so removed from the past, you know, with my parents, then my years with your family. When I’m back for a visit I come here to sort of reassemble the pieces of myself.”

“That’s deep.” 

They both laughed. He shrugged. “Some would call it brooding, I guess. Though it still hurts some, I think about my parents. Sometimes I remember the good memories from my childhood.”

“For example?” She baited him with a smile and raised eyebrows.

He paused in reflection then grinned broadly. “Like the time we sneaked out here to swim, remember? You, me, and Danny. And we didn’t tell Laura because she would have ratted us out.”

Nikki laughed. “I remember. We tried to hide the fact that we were all wet. Laura saw us dripping on the floor and went yelling, ‘I know what you did!’ She was the tattle, but you were the ringleader, getting us into trouble.”

“Yeah, sorry about that. Once I tried to get you out of trouble with Frank, but it just made him madder at both of us. He’s hard to soften once he makes up his mind.”

Nikki sobered at the mention of her father. “Are things any better between you and him?” 

He shot her a frown. 

“Maybe you should talk one of these days.”

Mike’s face closed. “I think he resents my presence in your family. He always has. He didn’t like the fact that I went to live with Jim and Catherine after my parents died.”

“Are you sure?”

He nodded, crossing his arms. “I have no idea why he never accepted me like everyone else in the family. Danny was like the brother I never had. You, Danny, your mom—you were like my own family. But not Frank. And that wild phase I went through right after my parents died . . .” 

“Dad lost his mother at about the same age. I would expect that to bring you together. You know, mutual understanding from a similar loss.” 

Mike nodded solemnly and stared down into the dark, half-frozen water. “You would think. Maybe it brings back bad memories for him.” A small smile lifted a corner of his mouth. “But Nikki, I’ll never forget how you were there for me.” 

Nikki swallowed, remembering the phone call. She and the other kids had been eating watermelon around the kitchen table at the Big House. Ever since that night, the scent of watermelon evoked a mental snapshot of shock around the table, the frozen paleness of Mike’s face. Jim and Catherine had insisted Mike come and stay with them. 

A moment of brooding silence passed. “Nikki, it’s so great to be with you again. I’m sorry for deserting you when I was a teenager. I guess I reached an age where it wasn’t cool to hang around with younger kids, and I was tired of feeling like a barnacle in your family. I got my little band of friends instead. I’m sorry we never made it back.”

“Until now.” Nikki’s voice was quiet. “Of course, you wanted to be with your buddies. I see this in my students. Their peer group is all-important.” She wouldn’t tell him that she’d cried for months, or about the agony she’d lived through waiting for him to come by the house, which he’d done less and less. 

She reached out and touched his shoulder. “It’s okay. As long as we rebuild from right now.”

His gaze locked with hers for a long moment, his breath pushing clouds into the cold. Warmth rose up her neck into her face, in spite of the low temperatures. Was there something behind his gaze? Still holding eye contact, he softly said, “We will, Nikki.”

The warm flush was soon smothered by an icy wind. Though she’d tried to ignore the cold seeping into her bones, Nikki finally gave up. “I’m freezing. Can we go sit in the car? With the heat on?”

He grinned and caught her arm as she nearly slipped from a smooth boulder. “You are a pretty shade of blue. Race again?”

Before she could respond he ran ahead of her toward the car. Once inside she turned on the motor and the heat full blast, rubbing her hands in front of the vent. “It s-seemed w-warmer when we first got here.” She shivered. 

Mike took her gloved hands in his and rubbed them briskly. “Better?” She nodded and smiled gratefully at him. “Much.”

The heater fan spilled out white noise and gradually warmth filled the car. Nikki turned the heat down a notch. “It’s like all those years between didn’t matter. We don’t waste any time on the superficial stuff, do we?” She cocked her head at him.

He met her gaze. “No, we never have. Like old times.”

“Yeah, only new and improved.” She smiled and cradled her arms.  “We’re adults now.”

He smiled peacefully, leaning back against the headrest. “I like it.” 

Nikki silently absorbed the heat. Would Mike be shocked if he knew her feelings for him, that she’d never been able to cast aside her childhood infatuation? Would he welcome the news or keep a platonic distance? Could he feel the intensity of the emotional and physical chemistry that she did at that moment, as he sat only inches away in her car?

The melody of Nikki’s cell phone jangled sharply through the silence. She decreased the heater fan and answered.

“Hi, Nikki.” Her mother’s voice chimed through the phone. “What time do you think you’ll get here?”

“Uh, not sure, Mom. I’m with Mike, but we should be home pretty soon.”

“If you can, I need you to pick up some light cream, mascarpone cheese, and a dozen eggs for me.”

“Sure, we can pop by the grocery store on the way. See you soon.” She hung up and turned to him. “You got that, I guess?” 

Mike nodded. “To the grocery store, then?”

––––––––
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NIKKI AND MIKE ARRIVED at the Big House in the late afternoon, having spent nearly the whole day together. For her, it had been heavenly. As she crossed the threshold, her mother immediately recruited her to help make tiramisu. Mike went to the den where her father was watching the news, perhaps to attempt a conversation with him. Nevertheless, Nikki felt that an invisible bond had been forged that afternoon. 

Twenty minutes later a horn outside summoned them. Outside, Nikki’s brother, Danny, and her sister-in-law, Cheryl, were climbing out of the car, pulling baggage and baby paraphernalia out behind them. She hugged each one in turn. Eighteen-month-old Cameron clambered out as soon as he was liberated from his car seat and ran into the waiting arms of his grandmother. 

A gentle wave of contentment filled Nikki as she watched the crowd on the front lawn swell, with fresh rounds of greetings and hugs. Everyone shuffled inside and the noise level increased, occasionally pierced by Cameron’s infant babble. Laura and Trey arrived and joined everyone in the den, where the fireplace was already sputtering a welcome. 

The spruce Christmas tree dominated one corner of the cozy room. Colorful lights wrapped each branch, interspersed with ornaments that had been collected over several decades. The lights and greenery that Nikki had arranged on the mantle continued the colorful theme. 

Her mother beamed as she served hors d’oeuvres and eggnog. “Try this, you’ll love it,” she said, proffering the tray to each family member.

“Great to see you, Sis.” Danny squeezed Nikki with a side hug. “We’ve been so busy selling out everything before the end of the year, I haven’t been able to make it for a visit in a while.”

“Yes, I noticed.” Nikki exaggerated a grimace then bumped his shoulder with hers.   

Again, her mother appeared in the doorway calling, “Dinner’s ready, everyone. Christmas Eve tradition: fish.” 

A few voices in the room cheered. Laura said, “Again?”

Dinner was noisy and festive. Despite the hidden family tensions and her own growing wanderlust, Nikki enjoyed the meal around rosemary mullet and roasted potatoes. Her unforgettable day with Mike was at the root of her contentment, but the holiday atmosphere was an additional treat. She participated in the dinner conversation, feeling like her old self again.

Empty dessert plates covered the table. Frank swiped his mouth with his napkin and said, “I’ll be leaving for Mass at eleven-twenty. Any takers?”

Cheryl, Mike, and Nikki agreed together. Frank looked quizzically at Nikki. “You, the Protestant, going to midnight Mass?”

Nikki cocked her head to one side, smiling. “Oh, Dad. It’s the same Jesus. Let’s just go focus on Him.” 

To her surprise he chuckled. “You’re right. Let’s go.”

––––––––
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SEATED IN THE CHURCH between her father and Mike, Nikki closed her eyes and breathed deeply of incense. Although she normally attended a Protestant service, she loved Christmas Mass, as she savored the tradition and ceremony of her childhood. The candles and dimly lit arched spaces formed a protective cover, like a cupped hand overhead. She glanced toward Mike. His eyes were closed. She basked silently in their spiritual bond. 

After the Mass, people hugged one another. Nikki hugged her father, then Cheryl, careful of her rounded belly, then Mike. He held onto her for a long moment. She felt his lips brush lightly against her forehead as she closed her eyes, buried in his sweater, his arms wrapped around her shoulders.

When she opened her eyes, they were misty. “Merry Christmas,” she whispered breathlessly, face tilted up toward his.

His dark eyes caressed hers. “Merry Christmas, Nikki.”
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Chapter Three
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“This is the last moment of peace and quiet you’ll have for the next four hours,” Nikki warned Mike as they ambled toward the Big House after a long walk around the neighborhood.  

“I’m sure you’re right about that.” 

When the first round of Christmas activity waned, they’d headed outside for some calm shortly before ten more guests were due to arrive. Being cold was a small price to pay to get distance from holiday noise and especially to be alone with Mike. Over one shoulder hung her new camera, a Christmas gift from her parents.  

“Getting everyone together is the great thing about holidays,” Mike said. “At least for everyday life we each have our best friend as a roommate. My friend, Jeff, is like a big brother to me.”

Nikki took a deep breath, chilly air filling her lungs. “Elaine is the same for me.” Dry leaves crunched under her boots as she consciously slowed her pace. “Is it harder to live your faith in a big city? I feel like my life here in a small town is so. . .easy.”

He looked down at her with warm brown eyes. “I don’t think it makes much difference where you are. Just depends on your focus.” He walked in a slow shuffle, occasionally brushing his shoulder against hers. “In a city you’re thrown together with a bigger variety of people. There are just more of them, so you get a little bit of everything. But it’s so lively, there’s always noise and constant activity. You see loads of diversity in nationalities and ways of life. A few weird people too. It’s fascinating.” 

It sounded scary to Nikki, but she didn’t say anything. What different worlds they lived in. Could she ever fit into his world? And could she have done what he did, gone across the country with no one waiting on the other side, settling into a large metropolis?

She treasured and savored each instant she could spend with him now, no matter how small. Too soon, it would be over, and he’d be back in California. Far, so far from her.

“I didn’t tell you about my families. I mean, my tenants,” Mike said. “A few of them have become friends. I got interested in urban housing projects through some volunteer work I did. Later, I bought a few run-down houses with the inheritance I got from my parents, and fixed them up.”

“Sounds like you gave a lot to those families.” A flood of emotion swelled inside her as she pictured Mike helping needy families.

“Believe me, they’ve given a lot to me too.” 

Bare trees arched over the deserted road, sheltering it in silence. At each home in the neighborhood, more cars than usual filled the driveways and lined the streets.

“Stand by that tree and I’ll take your picture.” Nikki stopped walking and pointed to a birch tree.

“I guess you like your new Christmas gift.” Mike flashed a grin and stood still in front of the tree.

“I’ve wanted to start a photography hobby for a while, so this is the perfect gift.” She stared through the viewfinder and framed him, his dark hair in bold relief against the gunmetal sky and white bark of the birch trees. Nikki snapped a photo, then another. She’d attach his photo to her mirror and every day she’d see him as he was right now.

Despite his ready smile, a haunted sadness dwelt in his eyes, captured in her photo. How she would love someday to erase the echo of tragedy that still hung in his gaze after so many years. 

The previous day, as they were leaving the restaurant, his phone had rung. He’d stared at it for a moment as it continued to ring, then silenced it. He’d said only, “Just a friend. I’ll call him later.” The burdened look deepened, but he’d said no more.

Mike and Nikki rounded a curve in the road. The bulky outline of the Big House rose in view through a network of naked trees. She wasn’t ready to go back, but her mother would soon need her help. And the humid New York cold had soaked through several layers of clothing.

“Should be good and noisy over dinner with twenty of us,” Mike said.

“Are you glad? I mean, glad to be here, to be part of our family?” 

He paused. “Yeah, I am. Over the years, I’ve wondered if everyone wishes I’d go get my own family.” He smiled, but a shade of melancholy flickered in his eyes. “Sometimes I’ve wished it were my real family. But I’m thankful too. I’d be all alone otherwise, and I really do care about all you guys.”

“Everyone’s glad you came this year, Mike.” She squeezed his elbow, eager to convince him. She didn’t speak only for herself. “You’ve always been wanted and welcome, and always will be. I hope you believe that.”

Too quickly, he said, “What about you, are you glad to have a big Italian family?”

Nikki nodded. She couldn’t force him to talk more about feeling like an outsider. “Yes, it’s fun, especially at holidays.”

“I wouldn’t necessarily want to live around it all the time.” 

Nikki considered his statement. What would it be like to live somewhere else, and not be able to drop by the Big House whenever she wanted to? Her feelings often swung between gratitude for her parents’ nearness, and restlessness for a more exotic life. But that would mean being alone, depending completely on herself. A thought she didn’t relish.

A car rumbled past, then slowed in front of the Big House driveway. It was Aunt Trudie, her husband Dave, and their son Drew with his girlfriend. They piled out of the car, yelling, “Merry Christmas!” 

Within thirty minutes, Aunt Grace and her family also arrived, followed by Nikki’s other grandparents. The group was then complete, and chaos ensued. Fortunately, the house was large enough to absorb everyone and keep them from tripping over one another. 

“I brought my famous zeppole, my own recipe,” said Grace proudly, patting the covered top of her casserole dish. “I only make it at Christmas.”

After a flurry of foot traffic in and out of the kitchen, the buffet table was covered with plates of roast lamb, baked ham, fennel gratin, stuffed artichokes, walnut ricotta cake, amaretti cookies, and several kinds of pasta, polenta, and salads. Noise and laughter kept pace with the multiple round trips to the buffet table, as everyone filled and refilled their plates. 

A spark flickered inside Nikki each time she caught a smile from Mike across the table. She watched as he leaned toward little Cameron to carefully cut his meat into tiny pieces. A gush of emotion gathered in her throat.

After the meal, the aunts surveyed the platters, bowls, and casseroles on the kitchen table, hands perched firmly on their hips. Trudie groaned, “Looks like a massacre! We’ll have enough leftovers for two more Christmas dinners.”

Nikki’s mother appeared in the doorway, but Grace shooed her away. “After all the work you’ve done, Marie, leave the cleanup to us,” she said. “You too, Nikki.” 

“I’d rather help than collapse on the couch like a beached whale.” Nikki continued rinsing plates at the sink. “Assembly line. Who wants to put the rinsed plates in the dishwasher?” Grace took the cue, and the women chatted as they worked. 

After the kitchen was clean, the relatives gradually said their goodbyes, family by family. Nikki took her time in the kitchen, savoring the increasing quiet that settled over the house. Finally, alone, she hummed to herself as she hand-dried the silverware.

“Still in the kitchen?” A voice laced with amusement came from the doorway. “The guys just leave the women to do everything. At least I showed up once everything was done.” Mike offered a sheepish grin, then reached for a towel and wet serving spoon. 

“That’s the way it’s always been. Mom usually doesn’t even ask for help. She didn’t have a choice this time. She had an army of helpers.”

“Mild-Mannered-Marie, we used to call her. Remember?” He chuckled.

“Yes, I remember.” Nikki smiled and rubbed a crystal serving bowl with a towel. “That’s one reason I help so much, because she doesn’t usually ask. And it’s our special time, talking together as we work.”

“That’s nice.” Mike reached across the sink for another spoon, enveloping it in the moist tea towel. 

Nikki peered out the window over the sink, past the frost that had gathered in silvery triangles on the panes. Moonlight bathed the backyard in light, casting shadows in every corner. “Would you look at that?” she said in awe. “It must be a full moon. It’s lighting up the backyard like daytime.”

Mike stepped alongside her and leaned forward. “How beautiful. We’re about done here, so why don’t we go out to the porch and get a better look?”

They grabbed their coats and slipped out the kitchen door to the screened-in porch. Plastic sheets shrouded the patio furniture, forlorn in winter abandonment. Nikki shivered slightly as she stepped toward the dusty louvered windows. “It’s so beautiful and so bright.”

Mike stood beside her and slipped one arm around her shoulder. “Better?” 

She nodded and turned to slip both her arms around his waist over his leather coat. She settled her head on his chest, feeling his chin just above her head, hearing his breath. It felt so natural, so comfortable. Nikki sighed in contentment. They stood for several minutes in silence, gazing out at the looming shapes of trees and shrubs, distorted in the moonlight.

Nikki turned her face upward, about to say something to him, but froze. He stared down at her, his face shadowy planes and hollows in the murky light. She could feel his breath on her cheeks. She didn’t speak.

“Nikki. . .” The word came like a sigh. He leaned toward her then and gently pressed his lips against hers. He slipped his other arm around her shoulder, turning her gently, and pulled her close. His lips were soft, yet insistent. Nikki tightened her arms around his waist and responded eagerly, leaning into him. Her mind was spinning, unable to believe what was happening. It must be a dream, the dream she’d had for so many years. The doubt about his feelings, which had haunted her for days, melted away. Fiercely, then tenderly, he kissed her, as if he were hungry for her.

A sudden light streamed through the kitchen window, slicing through the darkness of the porch. Mike pulled back from her and fixed his gaze ahead through the porch windows. Neither of them spoke. Clouds of breath pierced rhythmically through the cold air. Nikki heard a muffled voice, her grandfather in the kitchen. “I don’t see it, Marie.” Then, “Oh, here it is. I have it.” The light went out and his footsteps shuffled away. Again, inky darkness engulfed them. 

Should she speak? What would she say? Before she could decide, Mike’s lips found hers again. His hand left her shoulder to brush her cheek. He wove his fingers through her hair. She could smell the light scent of his cologne, feel the rough scrape of stubble as his jaw moved against hers. A soft sound escaped from deep inside her. Finally, he pulled back from her and said in a throaty murmur, “Oh, Nikki. I guess I crossed a big line.”

“No, no, you didn’t,” Nikki protested, wanting to say so much more, wanting to shout for joy, but Mike’s face was sober. 

With his arm around her shoulders, he gently drew
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