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​The Train Ride to Ridgefield

THE SLOW ROLLING motion of the train was gently putting Geni to sleep. She was on her way to Ridgefield for the Christmas holidays. Her mother put her on the train yesterday to begin the long journey from Savannah, Georgia, to her father’s in Ridgefield, Colorado. It was his year for the Christmas holiday, and Geni was nervous; she hadn’t seen​ her father in quite some time. Although Geni was supposed to visit him every other year for the holidays, he had been out of the country and unable to make his request for her. Would he remember her? This was the first year since the divorce he had asked her mom if she could come for Christmas. She was four when her parents divorced; her mother moved the two of them to Savannah, Georgia, far away​ from her life in Ridgefield. Now at the age of ten, she was going back for the first time.

Grandma and Grandpa lived in Savannah along with her dog, Ruffles, who was her best friend. She liked Savannah. The Spanish moss hanging from the trees always made her think of tree goblins trying to capture her and taking her away to their village where she would be forever their slave. Ruffles would​ always come to her rescue and chase away the tree goblins, leaving them empty-handed to try another day.

They lived near the beach in a three-bedroom bungalow with a big porch. Geni loved the big porch; she played there often when the rain came. It was her way of being outside without getting scolded for getting wet. Marching band was her favorite game; she loved to pretend she was the leader​ of a big marching band, marching down Main Street in the Fourth of July parade. Her band was always the best, making sharp turns and hitting the high notes. Her pink blanket cape and driftwood baton were just the right instruments for any conductor.

Ruffles would follow her around the porch as she made the turns crisply with her hand on her hip, baton moving up and down briskly as she continued​ marching tall. Ruffles didn’t much care for the Quaker Oats hat he wore during the parade or the matching blanket cape, but he marched on.

On sunny days, Geni would go down to the beach with her grandmother and look for shells or pieces of driftwood. One never knew when a new baton or spy explorer cane would suddenly get washed up on the beach. Her grandmother would bring a blanket and a​ thermos of tea while Geni combed the beach always in sight of her grandma. Ruffles usually found a stick to play with, and they spent most of the time playing a rousing game of fetch before collapsing on the blanket for a well-deserved rest.

On Saturday mornings, Geni went with her grandfather to the local café for a bear claw. He loved to go to the café and talk it up with all his old​ buddies from the fire station. He was a retired fire chief for the city of Savannah; he and his old buddies from station 162 gathered on Saturday mornings over at Lucy’s café to shoot the breeze.

Lucy made the best fresh donuts in all of Savannah, which meant getting there early was a must. The café filled up fast, and there was always a line out the door for those who liked to sleep in.​ Geni frequently picked the bear claw; the apples and cinnamon were her favorite. Lucy baked them fresh every morning; she made a special effort to save the biggest one for Geni on Saturday. The warm apples and sweet sauce always made Geni’s mouth water. The sweetness of the pastry had just the right amount of crunch to keep her wanting another bite.

The train bounced heavily upon a train​ crossing, bringing Geni out of her daydream where she was once again looking out the rain-drenched windows of the Amtrak Express. They would be at the train station in Ridgefield in four hours from now. Ridgefield was located at the base of the Rocky Mountains. Skiers would catch the train to the ski resorts up the mountains and then pass through Ridgefield once again on their way home.

​Ridgefield had snow this time of year; this was something Geni hadn’t seen in a very long time. She remembered white stuff and being cold, but the rest was a blur. Bits and pieces of the past, but nothing ever stayed long enough to give her a picture of what life was like before Savannah.

Geni made her way to the diner car. The sliding door opened as Geni stepped inside; the maître d’ smiled​ and helped her find a seat. The steaming windows and wafting smells made Geni’s stomach growl. Hot apple pie was cooling beside a triple- layer chocolate cake. Smells of mashed potatoes with melted butter and fried chicken were tickling her nose as she began to make her selections for dinner. She settled on macaroni and cheese with a slice of triple chocolate cake. The macaroni and cheese came​ with broccoli, which made her nose wrinkle in an icky face, but she remained silent. She usually pushed it around the plate to make for a disguise and the pretense of some missing and left it at that.

She finished her food with a tall glass of cold milk and made her way back to her car. Geni liked the swaying of the train; she was getting used to it now that her journey would end soon. “An​ hour until Ridgefield,” the announcer said as Geni took her seat. It was growing dark outside, so any glimpse of the town wasn’t possible.

She decided to read a book, which would help her pass the time until the train arrived. Geni pulled out her bag of books, puzzles, and things to do her mom had packed for the long ride. Upon curling up on the window seat, just in case there was a chance​ of seeing the town, she opened the book and began to lose herself in the story of Princess Willow and the Stickee Swamp King.

* * *
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Princess Willow was locked in the tower; her kingdom had been taken over by a band of the wicked stickee swamp people. With her magical willow branch confiscated, she was helpless. The stickee people hated Princess Willow and her magical willow branch. They wanted the whole​ kingdom for themselves so they could rule the forests and find the hidden treasure of Oak Fern.

Oak Fern was the name of the magical kingdom where Princess Willow lived; the evil king had killed her parents, and she was the last remaining heir to the throne of Oak Fern. She loved the forest and all the creatures that lived within it; she couldn’t bear the thought of anything happening to​ her devoted subjects or the beautiful home they lived in.

The Stickee’s lived in the swamps in the southern portion of the land their kingdom was known as the Sticky Swamps. It was humid and steamy all the time. Goup bubbled from the ponds and the air was thick with water causing the people’s skin to ooze a sticky substance that protected them from the humidity. They were a yellowish-green color with dark hair and dark eyes. They needed the swamps to survive as their skin condition would not allow them to live anywhere else. The king, Grimald Slimewater was known as king Grim to his people. He was retched and demanded his people obey him at all costs. 

He was a jealous king and always wanting more. He hated the cheerful people of Oakfern and their generous ways. King Grimald wanted to rule them to show them a real king and make Oakfern into a swamp for his personal use. He would build a new palace and rule both kingdoms with an iron fist. He smiled at the thought of Willow bowing to him and becoming his queen. She would rue the day, this he was sure of. He laughed out loud causing his advisors to stir from their slumber. Stickees slept during the day coming out at night when the air was a bit cooler. They snorted and returned to their slumber as king Grim looked out at the sun just going down in the swamp. They would rise soon his council, and they would finish the battle plans for Oakfern. King Grimald sneered showing his yellow teeth, they would pay for their arrogance towards him and for trying to be nice to his subjects. Nobody liked a nice person, everyone Stickee knew that. King Andrew and his kind wife Queen Azalea were next on his list. The next step in his plan to be the king of Oakfern. 

* * *
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Geni looked up as the train began to slow. She noticed dim lights through the foggy window as the train pulled into the station. Geni felt her stomach tighten; she was here, and somewhere outside her father was waiting for her. Would she recognize him? Slowly, she began to gather her things now wishing the train​ ride was a whole lot longer. The conductor came by, making sure she collected all her belongings and helping her to find the exit she needed.

She peeked out as she disembarked the train, seeing many spectators looking for loved ones. Geni found a pillar, making herself small; she made her way through the crowd of excited folks gathering their loved ones from the train. She was nervous, and​ although it was cold outside, Geni found herself feeling very warm. She didn’t look around but kept her eyes down for fear she would see her dad, but an even greater fear was that he wouldn’t come at all.

“Geni! Over here!” She heard the words but couldn’t tell from which direction they were coming. She began to look around at a sea of faces; she didn’t recognize any of them. She heard​ it again. “Geni! Over here!” This time, it seemed closer. Her eyes began to dart through the crowd. Blue coats, red coats, and black parkas all swished by as she scanned the crowd for the whereabouts of her name being voiced. Geni wasn’t sure which way to turn, so she remained frozen to the pillar that was fast becoming her safe haven.

She saw him; their eyes locked. And he, waving frantically,​ began to smile widely. She waved and timidly returned his smile as he made his way to the pillar where she stood. For the first time, she noticed the icy breeze that had been blowing through the train terminal. She shivered; her adrenaline had been keeping her warm, and now that it began to subside, she realized she was cold.

She looked up as two arms lifted her off the ground into a bear​ hug so tight she couldn’t breathe. She heard her name as his head rested beside hers still in the air. She quietly said, “Hi, Dad.” She felt a slight tremble from her father as he held her close and thought for a moment she heard a quiet sob as the silence between them continued. He set her down and held on to her hands as if to take her all in. “Let me look at you, you have grown so much, I hardly​ recognized you. Your mother sent me a picture last year, but I believe you have grown even more since then.”

Geni felt the warmth rise in her. Looking up, she smiled but was at a loss for what to say. Fathers didn’t grow, did they? Suddenly, he tugged her hand and said, “C’mon, let’s go get your things from baggage and get home, its cold out here.” She walked along with her dad in silence​ as they arrived at baggage claim; the bags were already on their repeated journey going round and round until the owner claimed them from the black conveyor belt.

“What does yours look like, honey?” her father inquired. “There”—she pointed to the red suitcase—“it’s that one.” Her father lifted it off the black belt, swinging it to the ground. “Is that the only one?” She nodded. “Okay then,​ off we go,” and he grabbed her hand again as they began to leave the train station. She heard a whistle as if the train was saying goodbye until they meet again upon her return journey.

The parking lot was dark, and it took a minute for Geni’s eyes to adjust as they made their way to her father’s car. It was a tan car with four doors, which meant Geni could always have her own car door,​ unlike the two-door sedan her mother drove. He put her suitcase in the trunk and unlocked the car with a beep. She reached to open the door, but her father beat her to it, saying, “A gentleman never let a lady open her own door.” She didn’t know what to say, so with a small smile, she got in the car and began to buckle her seat belt.

Upon seeing her father, Geni realized she had seen someone​ similar in her dreams but never knew who he was. She asked about him once to her mother, but the answer was “Your father travels a lot. I will tell you more about him when you are older.” Not knowing when that was, Geni didn’t ask anymore. She never stopped being curious and once found an old photograph of her mother at a much-younger age standing close to a guy who had his arm around her;​ she now realized that was her dad.

Her parents had met at college while both seeking degrees. Her mother was now a registered nurse. What did her father do for a job? Her father got in and buckled up; he looked at Geni and asked, “All buckled up?” She nodded. “Okay then, let’s go home.” It was dark outside, but with the help of the streetlights, Geni could make out stores and streets as​ they headed through the town of Ridgefield.

Geni sat silently as they traveled through town; she saw storefronts and sidewalks, which in the day were probably inviting but at night presented a sense of no trespassing. The brightness of the snow made it easier to see the shops and buildings of Ridgefield. She was curious, how could something so pretty be so cold? It was almost like looking​ at clouds but only these were on the ground as if to say, “We are tired so we are going to hang around a bit on the ground and float up to the sky tomorrow.”

She saw a big brick church and signs to a high school down another road. She saw a park with places to climb and bridges to travel on, which in the day would be fun to explore. The town looked old to Geni, kind of like Savannah but​ in a different way.

Her father coughed, bringing her back to the fact they hadn’t said anything since the car trip began. With the amount of silence between them, Geni wasn’t sure what to say. He seemed glad to see her at the train station but wasn’t saying anything to her now. She hoped the car ride would end soon so they didn’t have to be in such close quarters with this growing silence.

Normally when she and Mom went on car rides, Geni would always ask how long and how much longer would it be depending on the length of time in the car. This ride she felt paralyzed to ask, not really sure if it was okay. She was nervous and wished her mother hadn’t made her come. She liked Christmas time in Savannah and was sad to think she was missing the Santa Parade down Main Street this​ Saturday and the decorated palm trees in the main square. She knew it wasn’t traditional Christmas, but she liked it anyway.

“Awe, here we are,” her father said as the car slowed in front of a big old house. It was yellow with a big front porch that seemed to go around the house like a sash. It was a tall house, not like the bungalow she lived in with Mom. There were windows all over the​ place some with white curtains and others sporting lacy-type curtains. She could see a fireplace and figured that must be the living room. The front door opened, and she saw a lady in a sweater looking cold as she waved to Geni and her father. Who was this?

​
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​Chapter 2
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​Dad’s House

GENI OPENED THE car door and heard a crunch as her feet touched the snow; it made a noise. The air was brisk, and the snow was sparkly in the moonlight. She liked snow. She bent down to touch it; it was wet and the piece in her hand quickly melted. How could something so cold be so pretty to look at?

Standing beside the car, she waited while her father gathered​ her things from the trunk. She didn’t want to go up the stairs by herself; this place was big and, in the dark, a little scary. “Okay, all set, let’s go inside and get warm.” Her father motioned her up the stairs as he started the climb himself. As Geni got closer to the top, she saw the sweater person was a lady with long curly blond hair. It was pulled back, but some of it was falling around​ her face. She smiled at Geni and shivered. “Brr, it’s cold out here, let’s get you inside and warmed up.” Her face was kind, and although Geni didn’t know her, she liked her. Geni went inside, her father behind her with the suitcase in tow. He set it down in the entrance in front of a huge staircase that went up and up to a higher floor. Geni looked up the stairs wondering what in the world​ could possibly be up there.

Her father was talking quietly with the lady, suddenly they realized she was watching them and stopped. “Geni, this is Kate. She is your stepmother.” Her father put his arm around her and kissed her on the cheek. Geni froze; she didn’t understand what that was. What was wrong with the mother she had? She loved her mother and certainly didn’t want another! Would​ she have to call her mother? What did this mean? This lady she had liked suddenly became ugly and mean. Cinderella had a stepmother; were they going to lock her in the tower and use her for terrible chores? Geni wanted to run home as fast as she could. She knew her train was long gone, and she was stuck at least for the next two weeks or a year, Geni wasn’t sure.

Kate walked over to Geni​ and bent down so she could see into Geni’s eyes and Geni could see into hers. “Hello, Geni, I have heard so much about you. I can’t wait to get to know you better.” Geni didn’t say anything; Kate seemed nice enough but so did Cinderella’s stepmother at first. Kate knew Geni was nervous and maybe even a little scared. “How about some hot chocolate and cookies? I just took a fresh batch out​ of the oven before you arrived. I bet they are cool enough to eat now.”

Suddenly, as if someone turned on a faucet, the smells from the kitchen began to perk up her nose. She could smell the warm chocolate and butter from the cookies; her stomach growled, voicing an opinion to the eating of cookies. She nodded. “Wonderful,” Kate said as she motioned for Geni to follow her. “I will put these​ things in your room, Geni, and meet you and Kate in the kitchen,” her father said, heading toward the stairs.

Her father picked up the suitcase and book bag and began the journey upstairs to the dark places that lurked at the top of the stairs. She watched her father climb into the darkness, only the sound of her new stepmother reminded her about the kitchen. She followed her stepmother​ into the kitchen; it was warm in here. The heat from the oven had warmed up the room, making it cozy for night time snackers as they searched for treats to calm the tummy monsters.

Kate walked over to a cupboard and pulled out three mugs. Geni could smell the hot chocolate mingling with the cookie aromas, and her stomach began to growl louder in protest. She sat down at the kitchen table,​ which held a plate full of chocolate chip cookies. She could see the chocolate was still warm and shiny, which meant when she bit into it there would be those wonderful chocolate strings that get on faces and fingers, leading to a good licking upon completion of all cookies.

Kate filled the mugs and brought them to the table as Geni’s father entered the kitchen. He had taken off his coat,​ revealing a maroon sweater that offered a peek of a tan shirt along with tan corduroys to match. He looked freshly washed judging from the small water droplets on his hair. He took a big sniff. “It sure smells good in here.” While rubbing his hands together, he sat down in front of one of the mugs and smiled at Geni.

“Would you like one marshmallow or two?”

“Two,” Geni said and watched​ them plop into the warm brown liquid chocolate in her mug.

“Kate, would you like a marshmallow or two?”

“Two, of course, I love marshmallows.” Kate brought napkins and plates to the table as she took a seat in front of the last mug. Kate offered Geni the plate of cookies. Geni took one and hesitated. “Go ahead, you have to have at least two. That was a very long train ride, you have​ earned it.” Kate smiled at Geni as she continued to hold the plate. Geni took the second cookie, relieved that it was okay; she really wanted at least two. They smelled so good she couldn’t wait for the chocolate strings to tickle her lips.

Kate offered Dave the plate, and without any encouragement, he took two cookies with the understanding more may be required. Geni picked up her cookie;​ it was warm to the touch. She could feel the warm chocolate squish as she bit, filling her mouth with the yummy goodness. Pulling the cookie away, the chocolate strings as if by command began their job of sticking to Geni’s fingers and face. These cookies were good.

Each was enjoying their own cookie world, but upon realizing others shared their world, they looked up to see everybody had​ chocolate strings on their faces. Geni began to smile shyly. Kate laughed as she handed Dave a napkin while wiping her own face free of the chocolate strings. Her father chuckled; taking the napkin from Kate, he began to free himself from the grips of the chocolate strings.

“Tomorrow we will go and look for a Christmas tree, does that sound okay to you?” Geni’s father looked to her for​ an answer; Geni nodded as she munched on more of the delectable cookies. “Excellent, Murray’s Tree Emporium usually has the best trees. I think we should get a really tall one with big branches. What do you think, Geni?”

“I like big trees,” Geni replied as she reached for her cocoa to wash down the warm cookies. The marshmallows tickled her nose; now melted, they found a new home on the​ end of her nose. Like the chocolate strings, everyone was experiencing the marshmallow nose. Kate and her father laughed seeing each others’ noses. Geni giggled softly, thinking everyone looked equally funny. She felt herself begin to relax and some of the anxiety she had been carrying melted away.

Her father stretched and yawned, making Geni realize she was tired herself. “Would you like​ to see your room, Geni?” Kate said as she began to clear away the dishes. “Dave, why don’t you take Geni upstairs, and I will join you when I am finished here.” Geni’s father stood up. “Okay, that sounds like a great idea. Ready, Geni?” Geni stood up and nodded. “Right this way, m’lady.” Her father bowed deeply; this was Geni’s cue to go first. She walked out of the kitchen into the big entrance​ hall at the bottom of the stairs. Her father flipped on a light, making the stairs much friendlier and less gloomy than Geni had first pictured. The banister was painted white and, without words, invited stair climbers to grab hold for their adventure to the top.

Her father started up the stairs and Geni followed; the rhythm of the shoes on the stairs filled the silence as they made their​ way to the top. Geni’s father turned left at the top of the staircase. Geni noticed two big picture windows above a bench and stopped to look outside. The snow was even more sparkly than when she arrived. She wondered, was it still cold or did the extra sparkles warm it up? “Geni”—she turned as her father called to her—“are you coming, sweetheart?” Geni smiled and nodded. She walked down a​ hall covered in a long skinny rug following her father’s frame leaning out a doorway.

She entered a large room; her father had turned on the night light and pulled back the covers. There was a round rug in the middle showing a flowering vine weaving its way around the circle. The curtains were white with large lace edgings that could be pulled closed or opened. The bed had four big balls, one​ on each corner held up by small round pillars. There was a white dresser with three drawers and a small nightstand with a lamp holding down a lacy doily. Its sister was on the other side of the bed with the same lamp and doily. There was another dresser sporting a big round mirror and a stool, which also doubled as a chair in which to sit. The mirrored dresser presented two drawers one on each​ side of the stool/chair. Upon coming closer, Geni saw a brush and comb set holding down yet another matching doily. “Do you like it?” her father asked. She smiled and nodded; there were benches under her windows like the benches at the top of the stairs so she could watch the sparkles on the snow anytime she wanted.

Kate came into the room with another blanket for the bed. The white down​ comforter and matching pillows were just waiting for somebody to try and make them puff down; Geni wasn’t sure it was possible. “Just in case you get cold. I know you aren’t used to these nippy nights.” Kate put the blanket at the foot of the bed within easy reach if a shiver should occur. Kate bent down on one knee and looked into Geni’s eyes. “Geni, I know this is all new to you. I want you​ to know your father and I are right next door if you need anything. You can leave the night light on if you want. Your bathroom is right here.” Kate opened a door, revealing a white bathroom. Geni saw a sink and mirror before Kate closed the door.

“Okay, Geni, it’s late and time for everybody to be in bed.” Geni’s father walked over to her and gave her a hug and a kiss on the forehead.​ “I am so glad you are here.” Geni hugged him back, smiling shyly. “If you need anything, sweetheart, we are right next door.” Her father smiled as he put his arm around Kate, and they both gave a small wave and left the room. Geni’s suitcase was at the foot of her bed along with her book bag. She opened her suitcase just as something pink caught her eye. At the foot of the bed was a long pink nightgown.​ It had pink lace around the collar and at the bottom of each sleeve. The big ruffle on the bottom allowed for twirling capacity to be at its maximum.

Beside it was a thick pink robe with a matching belt, a small white envelope laid on top of it. Geni picked it up; her name was on the front of the envelope. She slowly tore it open revealing a small card, it read:

Geni, I know the​ nights are chilly and every girl needs a twirly nightgown with a matching robe.


A friend



Geni was sure it was from Kate, thinking her dad didn’t really know what girls liked.

She picked up the nightgown and held it up to her, the length was perfect. She began to undress and right away understood the need for long nightgowns and warm robes. Pulling it on helped ward​ off the chilly feeling; she tried on the robe, tying the belt as she found her toothbrush and headed for the bathroom. Geni completed her nightly ritual and decided to leave the bathroom door open.

She untied the robe, leaving it on one of the big balls at the end of the bed. She crawled into the bed; the sheets smelled of fresh flowers. She liked the soft feeling of them. Pulling the comforter​ up, she wondered if this was how it felt to sleep on a cloud. Geni didn’t have time to be scared; she drifted right off to sleep wondering if Princess Willow was still a prisoner.

​
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​Chapter 3
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​Murray’s Christmas Tree Emporium

GENI AWOKE TO the smell of pancakes and bacon wafting through her room. Opening her eyes to sunshine, so much white hurt her eyes; the snow was blinding to sleepy eyes, and she blinked them shut quickly. She could feel the sunshine on her face and slowly began again to open her eyes.

She didn’t realize the snow from last night was so​ bright in daylight. She crawled out of bed and was immediately met with a shiver. It was cold; she jumped back in and pulled up the covers. The second attempt was going to be much harder now that she knew what to expect. She tried again; pulling on the robe, she noticed a pair of pink fluffy slippers she had missed last night just peeking from under the bed. Thankfully, she put them on; the shivers​ began to subside as she sank onto the window bench to look at the snow in the daylight.

She had to be careful when the sun caught those sparkles; it was just too bright to look at. Geni found herself squinting at times trying to ward off the sun but wanting to look at all the snow. It was just as pretty in the day but in a different way. She wanted to go outside and explore the yard. The​ smell of pancakes and bacon was becoming more intoxicating; her stomach insisted she go downstairs.

She found the staircase and realized it wasn’t nearly as scary in the daytime as the night monsters made it seem. She knew the night monsters didn’t hurt children; they just made things look scarier so it would frighten them. She wasn’t nearly as scared of them as she used to be, and most times,​ she scared the monsters away herself. They had an advantage over her last night being in a new place, but Geni told herself that was the last night they would win.

Her slippers didn’t make any noise as she touched the stairs, making her entrance into the kitchen a silent one. She saw Kate at the stove flipping a pancake. She could smell the coffee, which made her nose wrinkle, she was sure​ it was retched and didn’t understand why grown-ups liked it at all.

Kate looked her way and smiled. “Good morning. Breakfast is just about ready, hungry?” Geni nodded. “Why don’t you have a seat? Would you like some more hot chocolate?” Kate reached for a mug upon Geni’s nod and began filling it with steaming cocoa. “Two marshmallows, right?” Geni nodded again as Kate put them on the​ plate. “You can have the honors of the plop,” and Kate smiled, presenting Geni with her cocoa. “Thanks,” Geni said as she put the marshmallows in the mug. Plop, plop. They splashed and began the melting process upon their landing.

Kate opened the oven, revealing a stack of pancakes and bacon lying beside them just waiting for hungry breakfast eaters. “Your father is outside getting wood​ for the fireplace. I think we are ready to eat. He is right out that door, would you like to call him?”

“Okay,” Geni said as she headed for the back door. There were two doors. One led into a room with many windows; Geni saw pairs of shoes in a row and coats hanging on hooks. She opened the second door and was met with a blast of a winter breeze.

Geni inhaled quickly not realizing​ how cold it was outside and the burst of winter woke her right up. She saw her father filling a big metal basket with wood. He heard the door open, and upon seeing Geni, he smiled. “Is breakfast ready? I am starving.” Geni nodded, and he started her way with the basket of wood.

Geni went back into the kitchen followed by her father who stopped in the little room to remove his coat and​ boots. He brought the basket in. “I’ll just go set this by the fireplace and be right back.”

“Geni, how are you at setting tables, would you like to help me out?”

“Sure,” Geni said as she took the plates from Kate. She laid knives, forks, and napkins on top of them. This was Geni’s job at home, she didn’t mind it. It was kind of fun making the table ready; she could design it any​ way she wanted.

Kate brought a big platter of pancakes and bacon to the table; the smells tickled Geni’s nose and her stomach growled. Next Kate took a pitcher of milk and another one of orange juice from the refrigerator. Kate handed Geni three glasses and put another three on the table for Geni to place when she was done. These were smaller, and Geni knew they were the juice holders.

“Boy, it smells good in here. I am hungry. How about you, Geni?” Geni’s father took his seat and smiled at Geni. “You can have the first pancake.” He picked up the big platter and held it for Geni. “Help yourself, sweetheart.” She eagerly took a pancake along with two bacons. There were three bottles of syrup on the table; noticing Geni’s hesitation, Kate said, “Geni, we have three different​ syrups: maple, berry, and orange. If you want to try one, you can put a small amount on your cocoa plate and see if you like it before you pour it on your pancake.”

Geni tried all three syrups, deciding on the berry one; the rich purple color was new to Geni, she liked it. The milk was cold going down, which helped the pancakes taste even better. The bacon was just the right amount of crispy​ but made the orange juice taste bitter. Geni curled up her nose but quickly uncurled it before Kate and her father could see. She didn’t want them to think she didn’t like it.

Geni had two more pancakes before putting down her fork. She wasn’t sure if it was the cold or just plain old hunger, but they tasted good. Everybody ate silently enjoying their breakfast. As everyone began to clear​ their plates, Kate began collecting things. “Geni, will you help your father clear the table? I will put them in the dishwasher, we’ll switch at dinnertime.” Kate began putting pitchers away along with the syrups as her father and she began gathering dishes.

The work went quickly, and before Geni knew it, they were done and the kitchen was restored to its normal state. No sign of breakfast​ was anywhere to be found. “Okay, all done,” Geni’s father said as he put his dish towel on the rack. “Geni, we will head to the tree farm when you’re ready, how does that sound?” Geni nodded and skipped out of the kitchen toward the staircase.

“Do you think she likes it here?” Geni’s father had a concerned look on his face as he watched his daughter head toward the stairs. “Dave, it’s​ really too soon to tell, honey. She seems fine. I think she will really enjoy herself.” Kate gave Dave a hug of reassurance. “Don’t worry so much.”

“Let’s get ready to get that tree. She should be ready to go shortly.” Kate gave him a push as she headed for the stairs. Kate grinned at Dave silently, challenging him in a race to the top. Geni heard the clomp clomp clomp as her father and​ Kate finished their race to the top. “I won!” She heard Kate exclaim as they passed her closed door. Geni was dressed and had just finished brushing her teeth. She made the bed and hung her nightgown and robe on separate balls at the end of the bed.

She sat down at the mirrored dresser to brush her hair; she saw the summer blond streaks her time on the beach had created. These would be gone​ by the time the fierce summer sun rolled around next year. The brush of freckles across her nose made her wrinkle up. She didn’t like them, but from what her grandma explained, she understood the sun made them stick out more. Sun and Savannah went hand in hand; it was sunny most days so the freckles weren’t leaving. Her blue eyes stared back at her as she finished her hair brushing. Thirteen days​ left here, so far, it didn’t seem so bad. She missed her mom and Grandma, Grandpa, and Ruffles. She had heard her father on the phone last night; she guessed he was talking with her mother, letting her know Geni had arrived safely.

She decided she would ask to call her tonight. Putting her hands under her chin, she began to imagine what Ruffles was doing and if he missed her as much as she​ missed him. They would definitely have to have a long game of fetch when she got home and maybe even an extra long parade.

Geni was deep into a daydream when she heard the soft tap on the door. “Geni, are you ready?” The muffled sound of her father’s voice came through the door. She hopped up, opened the door, and grabbed her coat. “Yes, all ready, Dad,” Geni said as she saw her dad. “Great,​ Kate has something for you, she’s in our room.” He pointed next door. “I will get the car warmed up, and you ladies come out when you are ready.” He headed down the stairs, leaving Geni to enter the room by herself. She stood in the doorway of their bedroom finding herself feeling uncomfortable. She couldn’t explain why, it was just a bedroom, but it felt like a No Trespassing sign should​ be posted. Kate was sitting on the bed just finishing tying her shoes as she looked up and saw Geni. “Geni, come in, I have something for you.” Geni entered and stood near the bed, not sure where she was supposed to go.

Kate was reaching into the top of the closet for a box. “I knew your mom would have a hard time finding anything like this in Savannah, so I hope you like it.” Geni looked​ at the pink box. “Go ahead open it.” Kate smiled. Geni opened the box; seeing pink tissue, she carefully opened the tissue to find a hat, gloves, and a scarf. They were light pink with a darker pink vine sporting little rosebuds. “This stuff is very necessary around here this time of year, I hope you like it.” Geni didn’t have anything like this in Savannah, but after the morning blast she received​ opening the back door, she was sure Kate was right. “Thank you,” Geni said quietly as she picked up the hat.

“You are very welcome. C’mon, I bet your father has that car warm by now.” Kate headed for the stairs with Geni in tow, holding her gift as they headed down the stairs. Geni’s mother did manage to find her a warm coat and boots; she bought them online, and luckily, they arrived​ before Geni left. It was supposed to come with gloves and a hat, but they weren’t in the box when her coat arrived.

They went out the front door and saw the white exhaust from the car as the cold air greeted them with a burst of hello. “Burrr, let’s go, it’s chilly out here.” They both scurried for the warmth of the car. Once seat belts were latched, her father headed for Murray’s Tree Emporium.​ Geni couldn’t believe how white the snow was; Kate saw her squinting. “Here, try these.” It was a pair of sunglasses. They were a bit big, but they did the trick. Geni liked them and was thankful they were making the snow not so white.

Murray’s Tree Emporium was located in the church parking lot. It had a make-do fence around it, making it kind of a boundary for trees to lean on as well as​ customers who needed a break.

There were already people there negotiating for trees while others were looking for just that perfect tree. Geni didn’t recognize anyone; she saw a gangly boy helping to stuff a tree into the trunk of a car, which obviously didn’t want to go. A plump lady was having trouble choosing between two trees while her husband was desperately hanging on to both trying​ to keep them straight for the effect.

There was a family strolling through the trees; she saw a girl point out one tree while the two brothers ran toward another. The mother was walking toward yet another and the father started to shake his head knowing this decision was not going to be easy. Her father found a parking spot, and they began to unbuckle and depart from the car.

The briskness​ of outside was surprising to Geni; she wasn’t yet used to the cold air. She put on her hat and gloves, tying her scarf around her neck. “That color looks good on you,” Kate replied as they walked toward the trees. “Your father and I decided you could pick the tree, so you walk around and let us know if you see anything you like. We will each go on our own adventure around the parking lot and​ see if we find any possibilities. How does that sound?”

“Okay, so I can pick any tree I want?” Geni looked at her father and Kate. “You can absolutely pick any tree you want.” Her father bent down as he spoke, “You just let me know, and I will take care of the rest.” Geni began walking around the tree lot; she heard conversations and dilemmas transpiring in the size and width of some trees.​ “Ernie, you know that tree is going to be too tall, we had that problem last year.”

“I know, Evelyn, but it’s so pretty. Can’t we just try it? Maybe the measurements are wrong.” Geni peeked over a branch; two older people were debating over a tree that looked to be extremely large to Geni.

She walked deeper into the parking lot, seeing short trees which looked more like branches than​ trees, trees with sparse branches, and some trees that looked like trees still growing in the forest. She wanted to pick just the right tree. She loved Christmas, and the tree was a big part of it. Her mother told her they would hold Christmas in Savannah until she got home so she wouldn’t miss a thing with Mom, Grandma, Grandpa, and Ruffles.

Geni was deep into the parking lot when she spotted​ a tree; the branches were full and seemed to be evenly spaced. The deep green and smell of pine made Geni want to have a closer look. She walked around the tree a couple of times, making sure to look for sparse spots and naked branches. She couldn’t find any but needed her father to hold the tree so she could check the back. She was just about to call for him when a lean man with a friendly​ face came around the corner.

“Well hello there, little lady, do you need some help with that tree?” It was Murray; he smiled a wide smile, making his eyes crinkle at the edges. “I bet you need to see the back of that tree to make sure it isn’t missing its skirt.” Geni smiled and nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“No problem, let me give you a hand.” Murray picked up the tree, helping it to stand​ straight while Geni walked the circle around the tree. On her third turn around the tree, Murray asked, “Well, little lady, what do you think?”

“I like this tree. Can I go get my dad?” Murray said, “Tell you what; I will bring this tree to the front while you go look for your dad. When you find him, the tree will be waiting for you at the front.”

Geni ran off to find her dad among​ the trees. “Dad, Dad, I found a tree,” Geni chimed as she spotted him, running toward him. He had been talking with Ernie and Evelyn, the couple Geni had seen earlier. “You did, well, let’s have a look.”

“This man told me to come and get you, and he would take it to the front,” Geni exclaimed, still out of breath.

“Okay, that must have been Murray, let’s go to the front.” Her father​ said his goodbyes to Ernie and Evelyn; grabbing Geni’s hand, they headed toward the front of the tree emporium. Murray was there ringing up sales for Christmas trees and chatting with the folks coming in and out of his tree emporium.

“Dave, how ya doin’? This your little lady?” Murray said as he spotted Geni. “Hi, Murray, yes, this is my daughter Geni. She’s ten.” Murray came around the​ cash register and shook Geni’s hand. “Nice to meet ya, Geni.” Geni felt her cheeks turning a bit pink but managed a small hello. “We have a tree to show you, don’t we, Geni?” Murray said as he went to get the tree. Geni smiled and said, “Yes.”

“Okay, here we go, whatcha think, Dave? I am bettin’ she picked a winner.” Murray held the tree out for inspection. Dave walked around the tree​ nodding as Kate walked up. “Oh, this is a beauty. Geni, did you pick this out?” Geni nodded, smiling. “Dad is checking for bare spots.”

“Nope, I don’t see anything wrong. Good job, Geni, this is an excellent tree.” He hugged Geni. “Now, where are those boys when ya need ’em? Josh, Frank, where the heck are ya?” Murray yelled. Two boys came running. “We were helping Mrs. Hanson with her​ tree, Dad.”

“Well, good, now you can help these folks here with their tree, tie him up, and get him ready for a ride. We just cut these this mornin’ so they are nice and fresh,” Murray informed Geni and her dad as they paid. Kate went to unlock the car doors for the boys. They tied the tree to the top of the car with ease in a matter of minutes. Kate was waiting by the car when Geni and​ her father arrived.

“Thanks, boys.” Dave waved as he motioned for Kate and Geni to get in the car. “You bet, Mr. Winslow, see ya.” The boys waved back as they headed back to the tree emporium, ready for new directions from Murray as to whom to help next. Geni liked Murray; he had a kind face and a friendly manner. She wondered what Murray and the boys did when the tree emporium was finished.​ “Dad, what does Murray do when the Christmas trees are all gone?”

“Murray and his wife, June, run the local café in town, honey. It’s a great place. We’ll go there for dinner one night while you’re here so you can see Murray again and meet his wife, would you like that?”

“Yeah,” Geni replied.

“Dad, what do you do?” Geni finally felt brave enough to ask her father. She had been​ wondering for so long and finally got the courage to ask. Kate and Dave looked at each other, surprised Geni’s mother hadn’t told her.

​
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