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CHAPTER ONE

 


"How about here?"

"Maybe next to Rudolph." I pointed to the
plastic, red-nosed reindeer ornament I had hung on my Christmas
tree. "My parents bought him for my first Christmas."

"Your wish is my command." Hank Johnson, my
boyfriend, carefully placed a delicate gold-winged angel next to
Rudolph then reached over with his strong, calloused fingers and
tucked a strand of curly brown hair behind my ear that had fallen
over my eyes. Next, he leaned down and kissed me. I grabbed on to
his wide shoulders for fear my legs would collapse from the searing
heat of his kiss.

I stepped back from his embrace to catch my
breath and glanced at my Timex watch. My parents gave it to me
years ago as a graduation present. Despite its age, it still kept
on ticking. "I guess we should start getting ready to pick up Mom
and Dad at the airport. Their plane will arrive in a little over an
hour."

"Do you want to clean up these boxes before
we go?" Hank pointed to the open ornament boxes scattered on my
sofa, chairs, and the floor of my living room. We'd spent the
better part of the afternoon decorating my Christmas tree and
house.

I loved the Christmas holidays, but not so
much all the fuss and muss that went with them. "I guess we should.
I don't want Mom to think I'm not taking proper care of the home
they gifted me." She'd always kept it neat as a pin. At any
unexpected moment, it could have passed the white glove test.
Unfortunately, I wasn't as devoted a housekeeper as her. There had
been times when my dust bunnies had morphed into dust
elephants.

After I divorced my cheating ex, George, my
parents signed my childhood home over to me and retired to Florida
to enjoy the sunshine and warm weather. Since they'd moved south a
little over five years ago, they'd flown home only a few times. We
kept in touch with weekly phone calls, but they preferred the
Florida winters to the cold and snowy ones of upstate New York. I
glanced out my front living room window and noticed a few white
flakes floating down from the gray skies.

With my hands on my hips, I gave the tree a
critical look. I felt sure my parents would love it. "So, what do
you think of our afternoon's work?" I asked Hank. He was busy
loading empty ornament boxes into plastic bins.

He stopped his efforts and glanced towards
the tree. "I think it's beautiful—just like you."

His compliment caused a rush of heat to
flush my cheeks. After a year and half of dating him, I was still
getting used to his kind words. Praise had been few and far between
in the twenty-five years I had been married to George.

"What do you say about our handiwork,
Porkchop?" Hank asked my reddish-brown dachshund, who lay on the
floor playing with a wad of tissue paper.

Woof, woof, Porkchop replied.

Hank and I both laughed.

"I'm going to interpret his barks to mean he
approves," I said, placing an empty ornament box into a bin on top
of the ones Hank had already placed inside.

As I gazed around the room at the
decorations on display, fond memories of my childhood growing up in
this house flooded me. Tears threatened to escape my eyes. I was
overcome with visions of me hanging my stocking on the fireplace
mantle and rushing down the hall from my bedroom to see what Santa
Claus had left under the tree on Christmas morning.

Hank reached for my hand and led me over to
the sofa. He moved the empty ornament boxes to the trunk that
served as my coffee table. "Here. Sit. Tell me what you're
thinking."

I settled myself onto the chintz-covered
sofa, swiped at the tears that threatened to fall with the back of
my hand, and then nestled into Hank's arms. The warmth of his body
wrapped around me was comforting. Porkchop jumped up on the sofa
and settled himself next to me. I gazed into the roaring fire Hank
had made in the fireplace when he'd arrived at my house this
morning.

"Oh, I was strolling down memory lane,
remembering Christmases past." I glanced up at him. "I bet with
seven kids in your family, you had some very lively
Christmases."

Hank chuckled. "Lively? More like bedlam.
How my mom handled all of us, I don't know."

I joined in his laughter. "She must have
been a saint rearing all of you on her own." Hank's father was an
Albany fireman who died in the line of duty, leaving Hank's mom to
raise seven children by herself.

"Yeah, I agree," Hank said with a nod. He
pointed to the window I'd glanced out of earlier. "Let me put these
bins back in your attic, and then we'd better head out for the
airport. The snow isn't much now, but you never know what it will
be like by the time your folks' flight lands."

I pushed myself off the sofa. "You're right.
I love a white Christmas, but I could do with no snow until after
Mom and Dad are safely here. Let me help you, and then I'll see to
Porkchop before we go."

Hank kissed the top of my head. "You take
care of Porkie, and I'll put the bins away. First, I'd better call
Aaron and see how Nina is doing."

Aaron was Hank's younger brother. He'd moved
in with Hank about a year ago. His mother had sent him north to
live with Hank to get away from a rough crowd in Albany he was
hanging around. She'd hoped since Hank was a detective with the
Wings Falls Police Department, my hometown, it would be a good
influence on him. Thankfully, it was. Nina, Hank's miniature
bulldog—well, she was the other love of both Hank's and Porkchop's
lives.

"Okay," I said. "Come on, Porkie. Do you
want some kibble before Hank and I leave for the airport?" My
answer was a bark and his tail wagging as if it were a flag caught
in a gale-force wind.

Porkchop trotted next to me into the
kitchen. I glanced around the room. It was stuck in the eighties,
when my parents last did a remodel. Coppertone was okay with me, as
the kitchen held memories of me sitting at the table after school,
enjoying a glass of chocolate milk and a plate of chocolate chip
cookies. Nope, the people on those TV home remodeling shows can
have their "gut" jobs. I'll settle for my memories. I reached up
into a maple cabinet over the Formica counter and pulled down
Porkchop's bag of kibble. Porkie hopped with joy as he heard his
food plink into his bone-shaped bowl. You'd think I hadn't fed him
in days the way he gobbled it down.

After he'd devoured his food, I asked,
"Okay? Finished, boy? How about a romp around the backyard before
Hank and I leave?"

He followed me to the kitchen door. As I
opened it, a blast of cold air and snow flurries whooshed into the
kitchen. Porkchop stood at the open door, reluctant to waddle down
the steps to my fenced-in backyard. "I know, sweetie. Going out to
do your business in this weather isn't your favorite thing. But
Hank shoveled you a path so your belly won't drag in the snow."

My dog cocked his head as if he understood
every word I said. At times, I believed he did.

Reluctantly, Porkchop descended the three
cement steps to the ground. His feet had no more touched the
snow-covered lawn before he squatted and then was ready to come
back inside. Unlike in the summer, when he would linger to sniff
out squirrels or chipmunks. He did his thing then raced up the
steps and into the kitchen, shaking off the snowflakes melting on
his fur.

I locked the kitchen door then walked back
into the living room.

Hank stood next to the Christmas tree with
my down coat over his arm. "It's a beautiful tree. We did a great
job decorating, if I do say so myself."

I reached up and tucked back the lock of
curly brown hair that had fallen over his forehead. "It looks
beautiful," I whispered against his lips.

His crystal-blue eyes glazed over with
desire. "Not half as beautiful as you."

I drew in a ragged breath. "Oh, my. We'd
better stop there, or we'll miss my parents' plane."

Hank stepped back and held my coat out for
me to slip on. "Yep, you're right. I don't want to make a bad first
impression on them."

Although we'd been dating for a while, my
parents had yet to meet Hank. When they flew home last year, he was
working and didn't have the chance to meet them. Unlike many other
professions, police officers often worked holidays so we citizens
could enjoy a safe and carefree celebration.

"Okay, let's hit the road before they become
too snow-covered," Hank said, opening the front door for me.

A blast of light and the tune "Here Comes
Santa Claus" hit me as I descended the front steps of my house.
"Oh, my. Mr. Sayers has outdone himself this year. Wait until my
dad sees this. Like my memaw Parker would say. 'he'll be madder
than a wet hen'."


CHAPTER TWO

 


Hank held my arm as we walked to his Jeep.
The snow was deepening. "I don't remember him putting on this much
of a production last year."

"No, I heard last year he was suffering from
a bout of the flu, so he couldn't decorate his house like he
usually does." Neighborhood gossip was a font of information.

Hank opened the passenger door of his Jeep.
I climbed inside, settled myself on the seat, and tucked my red
Vera Bradley purse next to me. Designer purses were a weakness of
mine. He closed the door behind me and walked over to the driver's
side. Once inside, he glanced over at my neighbor's house. "It
really is quite a display. The whole house is outlined in lights.
It looks like every tree in the front yard is wrapped in lights,
too. Is he lugging out a life-sized Rudolph?"

I turned in my seat towards my neighbor's
yard. "Yep, that would be my favorite reindeer. Before Mr. Sayers
is done, Rudolph will be joined by at least thirty other plastic
and blowup figures. Frosty the Snowman, the Grinch, gingerbread men
and women, towering candy canes, and Santa and his sleigh will be
just a few of the characters on his lawn."

"Wow. I'm sure it's something to behold. I'm
as big a fan of Christmas music as the next person, but I don't
think I'd like it blasted as loud as your neighbor does. Come
January, I'd hate to have the guy's electric bill. So, tell me, why
would your dad have a fit over his Christmas display? Does he have
a bit of the Grinch in him?" Hank gave Rudolph one last glance then
put his car into reverse.

I waggled my fingers in front of the car's
heater to soak up the warmth blasting from the vents. "No, Dad and
Mr. Sayers have been feuding for as long as I can remember. I think
it all goes back to when they were in high school together."

Hank's eyebrows rose. "High school? You've
got to be kidding me. Isn't that a long time to hold a grudge? What
happened to set it off?" He put the car in Drive, and we headed
towards the airport.

"Mom" was my one-word answer.

Hank looked at me as we stopped at a red
light. "Your mother? What did she do? Dump one guy for the
other?"

I nodded. Melting snow dripped off the knit
hat I had pulled over my curly brown hair before we left the house.
"Yep. Apparently both men pursued my mom their senior year in high
school. She dated Mr. Sayers briefly, but then Dad asked her out,
and well, that was the end for dear Mr. Sayers. It's not like he
and Mom were going steady or anything. From the little Mom's told
me about her high school days, she'd only had a couple of dates
with him, but I guess he read more into the dates than what was
there."

"Poor fella. Unrequited love." The light
changed to green, bringing Hank's attention back onto the
snow-covered road ahead of him.

I stared out the window at the falling snow.
The wipers were having a tough time keeping the windshield clear of
the white stuff. "Poor fellow? He even moved north from Hainted
Hollar, Tennessee where they all grew up so he could be near Mom. I
think he hoped my parents would divorce or, worse yet, something
drastic might happen to my dad so he could step in and 'console'
Mom."

Hank side-eyed me. "Console your mother? Now
I can see why your dad and Mr. Sayers wouldn't be BFF's. I'd be
pretty upset if your ex moved next door to be near you."

A smile spread across my face. "Not going to
happen. The only dealings I have with him are strictly business."
George and I still co-owned a business, the Do Drop Inn Funeral
Parlor. Although he may have been the undertaker, I was the one who
provided the money when we were first married—from an
inheritance—to purchase the business. Now, I wait for my monthly
check from the business's proceeds.

"At least the traffic isn't too bad tonight.
The weather must be keeping people in. Even though we're driving
slower than usual because of the snow, we should be at the airport
in plenty of time before your parents' plane lands. Have you gotten
any notification on your phone as to whether it's delayed or not?"
Hank asked.

I dug into my purse for my phone. I'd
finally had to upgrade from my trusty flip phone when I forgot to
take it out of the pocket of my jeans before washing them. Soap
suds and flip phones don't mix. I tapped the app for the Albany
Airport. "The app says all planes are on time. The folks staying
home are smart. If it weren't for my parents' coming in tonight,
I'd suggest we stay home cuddled up on the sofa, sipping hot
chocolate and enjoying a roaring fire."

A smile tugged at Hank's handsome face. "I
could go with your plan. Keep it in mind for when your folks fly
back to Florida."

"Oh, I will. Look, there's the exit for the
airport." I pointed to the green road sign announcing our exit.

Hank clicked on the car's turn signal and
followed the signs for the airport. Within minutes, we pulled into
the airport's parking garage and entered the airport itself.
Although the airport served New York's Capital Region, by big city
standards, it was fairly small and easy to get around. One waiting
area served all incoming flights. No rushing to find the arrival
gate. I glanced at my watch as Hank and I each claimed one of the
molded plastic seats. "We've got about ten minutes to wait until
their plane arrives. Let's relax and people watch."

"People watch?" Hank asked as he unbuttoned
the front of his down coat.

"Yeah, you know, try and guess where the
people coming through those doors are going? I used to do it all
the time when I came to the airport with Mom and Dad when we picked
up Memaw Parker on one of her visits."

Memaw was my mom's mom. Every once in a
while, Mom had been able to convince her to fly north for a visit,
but those were few and far between. Usually, Mom, Dad, and I would
pile into our station wagon for the long trip south to my
grandparents' farm for a visit. They'd leave me there to spend the
summer running through the fields with my Southern Belle cousin,
Candie Parker-Hogan. Memaw and Grandpop had raised her since she
was five years old, after her parents were killed in an automobile
accident. Both of us being an only child, Candie and I treasured
those summer months together. We were closer than most sisters, so
I was thrilled when she moved north about fifteen years ago to
Wings Falls. A shake of my head returned me to the present. I
pointed towards the swinging doors that separated the waiting room
from the arriving planes.

Hank chuckled. "Okay, I'm game. How about
that person?" He nodded towards a gentleman in a business suit with
an overcoat slung across his arm. He carried a reusable shopping
bag bursting with wrapped presents.

"Oh, he's easy. He's a dad returning from a
business trip with a bag full of presents for his kids." As if to
prove me right, a young boy and girl ran towards him yelling,
"Daddy! Daddy!" Right behind them walked a tall, slim blonde woman
who the gentleman, after hugging his children, embraced then placed
a lingering kiss on her lips.

"I bet those two are going to have a great
celebration tonight after they tuck the kids in bed."

I poked Hank in the side. "Jealous?"

"You bet I am," he said, rubbing his side.
"What do you make of the long-haired fellow with the bored look and
a backpack?"

"Easy-peasy. He's a college student, home on
winter break, but he'd rather spend it with his buddies drinking
beer. Since Mom and Dad are paying his way through college, he
doesn't want to upset them and skip Christmas at home."

Hank frowned. "You think so?"

"Sure. Don't you remember when you were in
college? Your parents were so uncool. Hanging out with your friends
was the place to be," I said, glancing past the college student at
the digital display mounted on the wall in front of us that
announced all airplane arrivals. "Oh look, my parents' plane has
landed."

No sooner had I said those words than the
metal doors swung open and what walked through caused me to blink
my eyes and my mouth to drop open in disbelief.

 




CHAPTER THREE

 


I rose from my seat and started towards the
man and woman I called Mom and Dad, barely able to believe my
eyes.

"Your parents?" Hank whispered out of the
side of his mouth.

"Yeah. Umm, that is, I think so," I replied.
"Mom? Dad?" I asked as I approached the couple laden with carry-on
bags.

"Sam!" the petite woman screeched as she
scurried towards me, plastic bags slapping against her legs.

The gentleman, wearing sunglasses and a
backwards ball cap, walked towards Hank with his hand outstretched
in greeting. "Your main squeeze, I presume?" he asked, turning
towards me while pumping Hank's hand.

What had happened to the parents I had waved
goodbye to in this very same airport last Christmas? My staid
mother? Well, okay, my dad was always a rogue character—large,
brash, and burly—but my mom? I couldn't believe her transformation.
Before me stood a woman whose former brown hair streaked with gray
was now bleached platinum blonde. She'd replaced the muumuu she
wore when she boarded her flight south with skintight leopard print
leggings and a silky tunic top. She could barely balance herself on
four-inch-high black platform sandals.

"What do you think?" she asked. When she
reached me, she placed her bags on the floor and performed a
pirouette, patting the new swingy hairdo that skimmed her
shoulders.

"I'm speechless." And I truly was. Where was
the apron-clad mom who baked chocolate chip cookies and served them
to me along with a glass of milk when I came home from school? I
pulled this new version of my mom into a hug.

"I needed a change. So, I thought, why not
live out my wildest fantasies? We're only on this earth for a short
while. Heck, tomorrow could be the big one for us. You never know
at your dad's and my age."

My heart skipped a beat as I stepped back
from her embrace. I looked into her green eyes, the same color as
mine. "Wait a minute. Are you and Dad all right? This new look…" I
flicked my hand up and down her body. "It isn't because you're ill,
is it?"

Mom laughed. "Heavens no. Your father and I
are fit as ever. We felt like a change, so why not now?"

I blew out a sigh of relief. It ruffled the
bangs that had escaped my knit hat.

I glanced over at my dad. While Mom's
appearance was a drastic change from her norm, he hadn't changed
one bit. For his trip north, he wore what would have been more
appropriate for sharing cocktails on his lanai with their friends
Marge and Herb Feinstein. Just taking in his pink shorts and palm
tree–printed, short-sleeve cotton shirt caused my teeth to
chatter.

"Come here and give your dad a big hug, my
little Muffin," Dad said, spreading his arms wide. His booming
voice carried throughout the waiting area, causing heads to turn in
our direction.

Hank's dark eyebrows rose. He whispered,
"Little Muffin?"

I had the feeling I'd be getting some
ribbing from him because of my dad's pet name for me. That was
okay. I was a big girl and could take it.

Dad enfolded me in his muscled arms, the
warmth of which flooded me with memories of a treasured childhood,
knowing he was the man who would brush away my tears and make my
boo-boos all right. I laid my head against his chest and breathed
in the familiar scent of the bay rum aftershave he had patted on
his face.

Dad looked down at me. "How is everything
going? Is your fellow treating you right?"

I glanced over at Hank as he took in my
exchange with my dad. I stepped out of my dad's arms and reached
for Hank's hand. "Fine, Dad. Perfect, in fact."

"You let me know if he doesn't. Even though
I've moved to Florida, I still know people who could take care of
him." Dad winked at Mom, who stood next to us. "If you know what I
mean."

Mom swatted Dad's arm. "Now, Chuck, don't go
giving Hank the wrong impression. He's a member of the Wings Falls
Police, after all."

"Babs, I don't care if he's the President of
the United States. No one messes with my little Muffin, here." Dad
flipped his thumb in my direction.

Behind Dad's back, Hank mouthed, He knows
people who could take care of me?

I sent him a weak smile and shrugged. I'd
have to explain to him later that my dad was a lot of bluster,
although I'd never say such to Dad. I gulped, remembering how it
was all I could do to keep Dad's temper in check when my ex,
George, asked me for a divorce after we'd been married for
twenty-five years.

"Sir, are you set to get your luggage from
baggage claim?" Hank asked my dad.

Hank stumbled forward when Dad slapped him
on the back. "Sure, son. Lead the way."

Hank held out his hand for the duffel bag
Dad gripped in his hand while I picked two of the three plastic
shopping bags off the floor Mom had placed there. I almost
collapsed under their weight. "Mom, what do you have in these
bags?"

"Only a few presents. I didn't want to
forget any of my northern friends," she said, tottering along
beside me. I prayed she didn't twist her ankle walking on her
platform shoes. I worried about her spending the holiday in the
Wings Falls Hospital with a broken ankle or worse.

Within minutes, we arrived at the baggage
claim area. Hank turned to me. "Let me have those bags, and I'll go
get my Jeep. After you retrieve your parents' luggage from the
carousel, meet me out front."

I leaned up and kissed him. "Will do. I know
we must be quick. The airport police won't let you idle outside for
too long."

Dad overheard our conversation. "Can't you
flash your badge at one of your buddies so we can take our time? I
saw a pub on the way down the escalator. Maybe we could park our
luggage in a locker and stop in for a brewski before we head
home?"

My mouth dropped open. Where was the
responsible dad who had raised me? What had happened since he'd
moved south? Both he and Mom had turned into what my memaw used to
call "party animals."

Hank shook his head. "Sorry, Mr. Reynolds,
but I won't take advantage of my job."

My heart swelled with pride. Hank was right.
What my dad had asked of him was unethical, and my guy was a very
moral person.

"Dad, I have Trail's Head chilling in the
fridge at home. I'll open one up for you when we get there," I
said, mentioning Hank's favorite beer I kept on hand for him.

Mom patted Dad's arm. "Chuck, Sam's right.
It's been a long day, and my feet are killing me. I want to get
home and put them up."

I only had to look at Mom's shoes and my
feet hurt, and they were twenty years younger than hers.

As soon as Hank had left to retrieve his
car, Mom leaned over to me and whispered, "He's a keeper and cute,
too."

"I hear you, Babs, and I have to agree.
Sam's fella is a real gentleman and seems to be an all-right
guy."

I smiled, happy to hear my parents giving
Hank their stamp of approval. I may be in my midfifties, but them
liking my boyfriend meant a lot to me.

 


* * *

 


"Woo-wee, what a ride home," Dad proclaimed
from the back seat of the Jeep as we pulled into my snow-covered
driveway.

"You did a great job, getting us home with
all that snow coming down, Hank," Mom said, leaning up from the
back seat and patting him on the shoulder.

Hank switched off his car and pulled the key
out of the ignition. "Johnson's Taxi at your service, guaranteed
door-to-door delivery."

We all laughed at Hank's joke.

Dad swung his door open and stretched then
shook his fist in the direction of Theo Sayers's front yard.
"What's the jerk think he's doing? Those lights are going to keep
me up all night. Why, an alien could see them on Mars. I'm going to
give him a piece of my mind in the morning. And the music he has
blaring from his outdoor speakers would cause a person to go
deaf."


CHAPTER FOUR

 


"Your tree is beautiful, sweetheart," my mom
declared as she sipped a glass of chardonnay and admired the tree
Hank and I had decorated. The ornaments twinkled against the
multicolored lights.

"Damn straight," my dad started to say.

"Chuck, you're not with your pool-playing
buddies now. This is your daughter you're talking to," my mom
admonished.

"Sorry, Muffin. Darn straight. It's a
beauty." He pointed towards the tree with his promised bottle of
Trail's Head.

Hank sat on the sofa with Porkchop cuddled
up next to him. My pup leaned into the scratchies his bestie was
bestowing on him. Hank smiled at me then pushed himself off the
sofa. "I'd better head out. There's a break in the storm. I'm sure
Nina misses me, and Aaron probably has better things to do than
babysit my pooch."

My dad raised his bushy eyebrows. "Who's
Nina and Aaron? He looked at me. "This fellow isn't two-timing you,
is he?"

I laughed. "No, Dad. Nina is his bulldog,
and Aaron is his younger brother who lives with him."

A wine-induced smile spread across Mom's
face. Like me, she was a cheap date. Two glasses were her limit,
and she was nursing number two and a half. "Chuck, isn't that
sweet. His brother is living with him and he's a dog-daddy."

Yep, what with having an exhausting day and
wine on top of it, Mom was definitely at her limit.

"I'll see you to the door," I said, pushing
my tired self off the wing chair that sat next to the
fireplace.

Hank opened the closet next to my front door
and reached in for his down coat. After he'd slipped it on and
zipped it, I stood on tiptoes and tugged the collar up around his
ears. "You did a wonderful job impressing my parents today."

He gathered me into his arms. "Have I done
the same for their daughter?" he asked against my lips before
planting a warm kiss on them.

I clung to the sleeves of his coat. "Oh,
yes, you certainly have."

Hank turned and opened the front door, and a
blast of cold air swooshed into the entryway.

"Drive carefully, and don't forget tomorrow
night is the party," I called after him. I lingered in the doorway,
shivering, and watched his car back out of my driveway. When I
could no longer see the glow from his car's lights, I slowly closed
the door and rested my forehead against it, already missing him.
Finally, I heaved a sigh and walked back into the living room,
where my parents sat on the sofa admiring Hank's and my tree
decorating.

Mom patted the sofa cushion next to her.
"Come sit with your mom and dad before we all head off to bed."

I did as I was asked and settled on the
sofa. Porkchop ambled over and jumped up onto my lap. I stroked his
soft fur and gazed at the beautiful tree. The balsam scent filling
the room was one
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