
Winter’s Embrace

Featuring the Creative Talents Of:

Pamela Ackerson, Jennifer Patricia O’Keeffe,

Cindy Lewis Smith, & Jae El Foster

[image: ]

DCL Publications, LLC

www.thedarkcastlelords.net



Winter’s Embrace by Pamela Ackerson, Jennifer Patricia O’Keeffe, Cindy Lewis Smith, and Jae El Foster


Meant to Be © 2025 by Pamela Ackerson


The Magic of Mistletoe and Window Shopping © 2025 by Jennifer Patricia O’Keeffe



Mr. Hollister’s Christmas © 2025 by Cindy Lewis Smith



What the Snow Blew In © 2025 by Jae El Foster


Published by DCL Publications

All rights reserved

First Edition December 2025

DCL Publications, 1033 Plymouth Dr., Grafton, OH 44044

ISBN 979-8-9941103-0-0

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information and storage retrieval system, without permission in writing from the copyright owner.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to any actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales, is entirely coincidental.

PUBLISHED IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA


Table of Contents

Meant to Be

Window Shopping

Mr. Hollister’s Christmas

What the Snow Blew In

The Magic of Mistletoe


Meant to Be

by Pamela Ackerson

Faith Anjos pulled into the driveway of the house she recently purchased. She groaned when the tires hit a deep hole. Her truck responded in kind, letting her know it objected to the rut she’d drove it through. The boat she was pulling didn’t exactly like the driveway either. She white knuckled the steering wheel as the hole rocked both vehicles.

Faith gritted her teeth. Just what she needed. Give the new neighbors a show of incompetence as her boat tipped over.

Bloop. Bye, bye boat.

Nope, not going to happen today.

Pulling back out, she turned the vehicle around and backed the boat onto the grass on the side of the house.

She stood on the walkway, leading to the front door staring at the wood-framed structure. Her dark hair pulled in a ponytail, swayed in the welcoming wind.

This was hers.

The realtor, Gabriel White, had been very accommodating. He wanted to make sure she knew what she was getting into. He’d recommended several different types of inspections. The only thing the house didn’t need was a foundation and a roof.

Everything else, well, needed a complete makeover. She named it Reno.

Lorman, Mississippi, was a small town north of Natchez where her parents were born and raised before her father joined the Navy and retired near Pensacola, Florida. She hadn’t been to Mississippi since she was a little girl.

She had good memories of visiting her Uncle John and Aunt Nicole. Uncle John had a decent-sized yard. Half-acre, with a swing set they’d purchased for the kids when they came to visit.

Such good memories. It’s why she decided to return and buy a house. Best place as any since she was starting over. Completely over…


A classic Impala pulled up in front of the house. Oh, nice. Faith waited for him to approach her.


A gentleman, slightly taller than her, with a wide smile walked over, and put out his hand. His voice was familiar; one she’d spoken to over a dozen times on the phone, greeted her, “Faith? Gabriel White. Welcome home.”

She could see why his parents named him Gabriel. He was a fine-looking man, tall, strong, and definitely an alpha.

She inhaled a deep, soothing breath. “Home.”

“Nice boat!”

“Thank you. It was my dad’s. We used to go fishing every Sunday morning.”

Surprise flickered in his voice. “You fish?”

“Absolutely.”

“Awesome.” He took her arm and walked her toward the door. “Ready?”

Gabriel grabbed the lock box and handed her the key and slowly opened his arm for her to enter. “My lady.”

Faith braced herself and swung open the door. She took another deep breath. Gabriel escorted her from room to room.

“They delivered all the appliances yesterday.”

She put her hand on her chest. “I won’t have to eat out every night until the kitchen is done.”

He grunted.

“Yes, I know. Get everything up to specs.”

He nodded. “Don’t delay. If you financed, the mortgage company would’ve insisted it be fixed before they’d give you a loan.”

She climbed the stairs leading to the second floor. “The furniture is in good shape.”

“I can donate and sell what I don’t want to keep. The truck doesn’t come until next week. This will be fine for now.”

“That door leads to the attic.” Gabriel headed toward a small room. “This is the room I thought you’d like to use as an office.”

“Wow, so beautiful.”

They headed downstairs to the backyard.

“Perfect for those fruit trees and a vegetable garden you talked about.”

She teased him playfully. “You do know you don’t have to sell me on the house. I’ve already bought it.”

He brought her to a corner of the yard. “Here you’ve got good sun, and nice dark soil.”

“Oh look, a small gnome garden. How cute! I could build a magical garden with flowers and herbs, some fairies, and little houses they’d live in.”

Gabriel raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything.

“It’s a wonderland. A little world for all the magical creatures, with plants with every color of the rainbow.”

“Sounds good.”

“I know it’s a little late to start a garden, but I want to do it as soon as possible.”

“Are you hungry? We can grab a bite to eat at the restaurant right down the street. It’s even walking distance if you’d like to do that.”

“Sounds good. I’d like to know where the locals eat. But, I want to grab a couple of boxes from my truck first.”

“I’ll give you a hand.”

“You sure your wife or girlfriend won’t mind you going to lunch with me?”

“No wife or girlfriend.”

“Let’s walk. The weather’s beautiful today.” A slight smile crossed her lips.

∞      ∞      ∞

Gabriel asked, “So why have you relocated to Lorman? Do you have family here? A love interest?”

“I’ll be starting at Alcorn in the fall, teaching English Comp. I don’t have any family here that I know of and no love interests either. My sister, Josette, is in the service stationed at Pensacola. My parents have both passed.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. Recent?”

“No, she’s been stationed there for a few years.”

He blinked, confused. “No, I meant—”

She knew what he meant.

“My mother passed away several years ago from breast cancer. A few years ago, my father was in a motorcycle accident and…”

She’d cut him off. Her wit and sense of humor kicked in when she was uncomfortable. Faith closed her eyes, so many times she’d have to choke down the giddiness that reared its ugly head at the most inappropriate times. She was learning to hold it in, but sometimes she’d say things to break the tension, adding confusion to an already sticky situation.

“I’m sorry.”

She shook her head and waved her hand dismissively. “It’s okay.”

Gabriel’s face reddened. “Well, not to be nosy or anything, but, why here?”

“Both of my parents were born and raised in Lorman. If it hadn’t been for mom’s cancer, they’d have moved back here. We’re here now, their spirits, and many of their belongings my sister and I shared.”

“Ah, so that’s why you want a storage facility.”

“Josette doesn’t exactly have the room or space right now. I don’t think it’d all fit in the barracks.”

“Is that why you have the boat?”

He held the door open for her and they sat themselves.

She shook her head. “My parents had two. My sister wanted the sailboat. Her friend is keeping it in their yard. I took the skiff.”

“I’d be lost without my parents.”

“Yeah. I was for quite a while.”

The server came over and took their order.

“Let’s turn this conversation around. What do you have planned? I can recommend a few handymen if you’d like.”

“Well, first thing is the electric.”

Gabriel pulled out his phone. “I have the perfect person for you. If you want I’ll give you his number.”

“Can you text him and see if he’s available? If he is, then you can give him my number.”

“Sure.”

“What room will you be starting first?”

“Besides flooding the house with peroxide and bleach?  The kitchen appliances will go in and then the master bathroom. I’ll work on the yard in the evenings.”


She watched his lips as he chewed. She’d love to kiss them. And put her hands on that chest of his. It looked like he worked out. Oh, dear. Get a grip, Faith!


“It definitely needs some love and care. The owner’s kids tried keeping it up but it just got too much for them. They have their own homes and found it very difficult to keep up with everything.”

She frowned. “I wasn’t being critical. When my father was in the hospital, I didn’t even think about his house. I was at the hospital with him or at work. His house was the last thing on my mind.”

Faith looked out the window as they stood near the cash register. Early summer had a lot of people walking about. They’d stop and chat with each other or wave as they went by. Men stopped greeting each other with a shake of hands before moving on to their day. The people passing by nodded and smiled.

The town had a warm and welcoming feeling. “I’m going to like it here.”

He touched her lower back as they left the restaurant. The pleasing tingle rose right up her back to her neck. “I hope so.”

After a night of eventful, non-platonic dreams about Gabriel. Faith was quite refreshed. She opened all the windows. It was brisk and a bit chilly for her, but some fresh air was definitely needed.

Struggling with the oven, she cursed it like a mad witch. It refused to budge until she realized there was an anti-tip bracket holding it against the wall.

Exhausted, fast food was on the menu. Well, sort of. Faith looked at the clock. She’d better hurry, The Old Country Store would be closing soon.

The electrician would be there in the morning and while he was busy doing his thing, she could take the ancient wallpaper off the kitchen walls.

Faith heard footsteps above her and looked toward the ceiling. A door slammed.

She sighed.

Wonderful, a haunted house.

Mrs. Jacobs, the neighbor from a few houses down, stopped by and they chatted for a good forty-five minutes.

It was a lengthy conversation and she learned much more gossip than she wanted.

Considering Lorman was a small town and she knew that’s what she’d be getting. Faith wondered what stories Mrs. Jacobs would pass about her to the other neighbors.

Gabriel drove up and exited his car. “I brought coffee and donuts for us.”

“Awesome.”

They headed back downstairs just as the driver of the moving truck knocked on the door. The next few hours were filled with pointing and directions on where to place everything. If she wasn’t sure where to put it yet, it went in the den against the wall.

By the end of the day, the house looked as if a warehouse had planted itself in her house.

“Thank you for helping.”

Gabriel finished chewing the bite he’d taken from the chocolate donut. “My pleasure. It was kind of fun.”

“Lord help me, if that’s what you call fun.”

“This from someone who said a handyman special would be an adventure.”

“True. I like working with my hands.”

“I saw all those tools. You know how to use them?”

She pursed her lips. “Yes, I do.”

He raised his hands in surrender. “I didn’t mean it the way it sounded. Sorry.”

She shrugged.

“Is there anything you don’t know how to do?”

“Ballroom dance. That’s my next challenge.” She grinned. “Want to learn with me?”

“No...”

“Women like men who can dance you know.”

“If you’re serious, I’ll think about it.”

“I’m taking the mile.”

“Sorry?”

“Give me an inch and I’ll take a mile…”

∞      ∞      ∞

A few days later, she’d contacted Gabriel about finding someone to take care of the plumbing in the master bath shower. Things were going smoothly until she started working on the master bedroom walls. As she filled the holes the plaster crumbled underneath her hands exposing dripping pipes.

She spoke to the ghost, “Wonderful. Three steps forward and three steps back.”

The bathroom was on hold until the plumber could come. Not wanting to fall behind, she started on her bedroom.

Faith started painting the wall, only to have it collapse on her. It was the wall adjacent to the bathroom.

Tears filled her eyes. “Ugh, why?” She pushed on the wall. Her anger caused the wall to collapse even more.

She leaned against the corner and cried. “Why am I having such a hard time doing all this? I’ve done it a hundred times. Why does everybody leave me?”

She curled into a ball and continued crying. She sat up against the wall again and wiped her nose on the back of her hand. “Blahhhh.”

Standing, the tears continued to fall as she blew her nose in a tissue.

She looked at her parents’ picture on her bureau.

She was alone. Faith embraced this project believing she could start anew and wouldn’t have to think about being lost and helpless without her family.

Her chest pounded in pain. They weren’t supposed to be gone.

She embraced the last memory she had of them. The hugs, the laughter, and the promise of seeing each other every Sunday.

Her voice cracked when she called to their spirits, “You weren’t supposed to leave me yet.”

Her phone chirped. Gabriel greeted her with a quick hello and asked if the plumber had done a satisfactory job. He heard the tremor in Faith’s voice. “I’ll be over in a few.”

She wasn’t about to stop him. She needed a comforting companion right now.

She’d calmed down, splashed cold water on her face, and put on some mascara. She didn’t exactly wear makeup while renovating the house, but her eyes were swollen and red.

The first thing he did was give her a hug. “Let’s go get something to eat.”

“I look a mess.”

“You look beautiful as ever.”

She shook her head, “sure I do. Let me change into something else and we can go.”

Faith descended the stairs and they went to his car.

“You like seafood?”

“Absolutely. Do they have crawfish there?”

He shook his head. “Is it Mississippi?”

Gabriel opened the door for her and she hopped out of his car. “Do you like crawfish? It’s best with a cold beer, and sucking the heads and eating the tails.”

He blushed bright red.

Faith covered her mouth with her hand. “Sorry, couldn’t resist.”

He quickly changed the subject. “I saw you planted a few fruit trees in the backyard.”

“I did. Scrawny little things but they’ll grow, flower, and give me fruit soon enough.”

They ordered their food and drinks.

Faith opened the napkin and placed it on her lap. “I’ve decided to have a section next to the magic bridge for my parents. My mom loved marigolds and gardenias. I ordered a swing to go next to it with a fake stump for a table. My dad liked to read outside under the trees. Since the yard’s larger than what I originally wanted, I figured I’d take advantage of the space.”

A husky voice interrupted their conversation, “Hello, Gabe.”

Faith looked up to see a short woman with extremely long fingernails, thick, false eyelashes, and dark liner around her eyes.

He asked, “Off work early?”

Lexi looked at Faith. “Busy with business, pleasure, or both?”

Gabriel cleared his throat. “Lexi, this is Faith Anjos. She’s just moved into town from Pensacola.”

The smile didn’t meet the eyes. “Nice to meet you. Faith, sounds kind of religious. Parents have high hopes for you?”


Wow. “I was born on Christmas, my parents thought Faith would be appropriate.” She twisted her mouth trying to decide if she should continue the explanation. “Anjos also means angels.”


“What brings you to our quaint, little, nowhere town?”

“I’ve always wanted to return to the town where my parents grew up.”

“What do you do for a living? I imagine it’ll be a bit difficult to find a job in a small town like this.”

“I’m a teacher.”

She smacked her lips together. “Kindergarten?”

Oh, the immense pleasure to smack the smirk from her face. “No, I’ll be teaching English Comp at Alcorn.”

Lexi laughed. “Oh, my. I was expecting a deep, southern drawl. You barely have any accent at all.”


“Well, bless your heart. I guess it’s because we never stayed in one place for long. My father was in the Navy and we traveled all over the world.”


Her voice was strained, “Really, how fascinating.”

“It was.”

She raised her hand and wiggled her fingers. “Nice meeting you. Got to go. Things to do, you know. Later guys.” She looked at Gabriel as she walked away. “Don’t forget dinner is at six.”

Faith raised a quizzical brow.

“She’s my roommate. I’m helping her out until she can get back on her feet. Her divorce has been fierce and I’ve known her since we were kids.”

She was looking down. “It’s okay.”

“I can see your shoulders shaking.”

She looked him in the eyes. “Sorry. She was just so obvious. I take it she is one of your” Faith made air quotation marks, “no serious girlfriends.”

He shrugged. “Past tense. Way before she married her lawyer, had two kids, and a house with a white picket fence.”

“I don’t think she looks at it as past tense.”

Changing the subject, Gabriel asked, “Christmas Day? I bet that sucked.”

“Sometimes. When I was younger, it bothered me but as I grew up, I got it.”

He paid the check and they walked out the door. “It’s a bit brisk this afternoon but I thought maybe we could take a stroll in the park along the river.”

“That’d be nice.”

They talked about school, old friends, their jobs, and family. By the time he took her home, Faith knew quite a bit about him.

“Want to come in for some tea, or I have some cold beers in the fridge?”

Gabriel laughed. “No local craft beer? For shame! I’ll have you drinking like a Lormanian in no time.”

“I noticed you changed your mind about the office.”

“Sort of. I’m going to use the back room near the kitchen. Both views are beautiful but I think I want to use the upstairs for my writing.”

“Do you like being self-published?”

Faith nodded. “Yes, but technically I’m considered a hybrid author. I’ve got a couple of books with a publisher and I’ve self-published.”

“Cool. I really like what you’re doing with the upgrades, keeping it original but modern. I’m looking forward to seeing what you end up doing with the yard.”

“What I picture in my mind and what it’ll end up looking like may be two different things.”

“What do you picture?”

“Beautiful trees, some evergreens, and fruit. Marigolds, periwinkles, gardenias, and roses. I love roses, the yellow and lavender ones. Herbs and a separate vegetable garden.”

“Let me guess. You like to garden?”

She laughed, “Whatever gave you that idea?”

“Huh, I don’t know.”

“I’ve ordered some books about gardening in this zone. It’ll be a huge learning curve for me.”

“Nah. If you’ve got a green thumb, you’ll do just fine.” He covered a yawn with his mouth. “So sorry. It’s been a long day. I should get going.”

“It is getting close to six.”

“Are you being a brat?”

“Absolutely.”

She walked Gabriel to the door. “What do you plan on doing for the Fourth?”

“No plans.”

“You’re welcome to join us at my parents’ house.”

Faith put her hand up. “I wouldn’t want to be a bother.”

He kissed her forehead. “No bother. She’s curious to meet the young, wonder woman I’ve been talking about.”

“What time would they like me there and what can I bring?”

“I’ll pick you up around noon? And you don’t have to bring anything.”

“Watermelon it is.”

The Fourth was rainy in the morning but by eleven the sun was victorious along with the intense heat.

They drove to the outskirts of Lorman where the smallest acreage was bordering ten acres. Through the open gates and down the long driveway, Faith stared at the huge mansion gracing the pristine yard.

In the distance, there was a large building with over a dozen horses grazing nearby in a fenced area.

She half-expected J. R. Ewing to be standing on the porch.

Gabriel came around and helped her out of the car. In the distance, the long, drawn-out lowing of cattle greeted them.

Gabriel and Faith entered the foyer of his parents’ house. She nonchalantly tucked her sweaty hands in her pockets and tapped down the giddiness attempting to surface.

A baby was giggling in a distant room. Gabriel pointed his head toward the sound. “My sister’s munchkin. She’s two years old and is already a firecracker.”

“Oh, the perfect age. I love kids. When I grow up, I want to have three.”

“The terrible twos is a perfect age?” He blinked and grinned. “When you grow up?”

“Yes. It’s a running joke with my sister. She insists she’ll only have one of each.”

“And you?”

Faith handed him her coat and hat. “When I grow up… I want a quaint, two-story house, a huge garden that feels like a miniature park, a hot house, three kids, and a boat—or two.”

“No husband along with the kids?”

She sighed, “I guess I’ll need a husband to go with the kids.”

“You have almost everything on your list.”

An older woman walked up to them. “Well, hello! You must be Faith. I’m Elle, Gabriel’s mom. Come on into the kitchen. It’s pretty much the hang-out room today.”

Gabriel introduced everyone, and Faith promised she’d make every attempt to remember all their names.

Grandma White took her hand. “No worries. Just call me and Darryl, Grandma and Grandpa. I’m surprised no one has snatched you up. How’d you get stuck with Gabe?”

She leaned in and whispered, “I’m super picky.”

Faith thanked Gabriel’s father for the sweet tea.

“Harper Valley PTA has nothing on this town. I’ve had three offers.” She joked, “The first person to ask me out was the neighbor down the street. I had already met his wife. He wasn’t happy when I assumed he meant including her.”

Elle commented, “I would love to have seen the look on his face.”

“It was a pure Kodak moment.”

“And the others?”

“Another, was the teen who lives across the street, and then, to go to the opposite end of the spectrum, an older gentleman in his eighties offered to show me his bedroom.”

Gabriel’s sister added, “So, out of the three, my brother is the one you stuck with?”

Faith pretended to be disappointed, dramatically put her hand on her chest, and sighed heavily. “Unfortunately.”

“Hey!”

Gabriel’s father pulled out the BBQ utensils. “Ready?”

Gabriel rubbed his hands together. “I’m ready.”

They went outside. Faith was stunned. There were at least fifty people standing around the pool and sitting under a covered tent.

Several hours later, when everyone from the party left, the family was sitting in the living room, the baby was asleep upstairs in her room, and everyone was telling jokes and stories about when they were kids.

Saying their goodbyes, Faith had been thrilled to be a part of their day.

Returning to her house, Faith was very quiet.

Gabriel was concerned. “Are you okay?”

“Yes. I’m fine. I miss my family. My sister is deployed and all I can do is hope she’s safe. Thank you for inviting me. Standing at the front door and giving last hugs was something my family always did.”

“We’re huggers.”

Faith put her hand on his arm. “A hug is a special way of saying I love you.”

“My parents used to joke around and say they dreamed of having phones they could bring with them everywhere. And now, practically no one has a landline.”

She took a deep breath. “I’m not real good at keeping track of my personal phone. I’m more attached to the laptop.”

“I need my phone.”

“That’s because of the type of business you’re in. You have to have a phone.”

“True. But sometimes, those calls at ten o’clock at night get ridiculous. Seriously, the questions can wait until the morning. And half the time, it’s not anything I can do about it anyway. The loan officer, or adjuster, or bank isn’t open at night.”

“You’re kidding? They call you that late?”

“Yup.”

“I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t do that to you.”

“No, actually, I left you messages after six and you didn’t return my calls until the next morning.”

“Sorry. I had a nice time. Thank you for inviting me.”

“I’m glad you came.”

“Did you want to come in? Only thing I had planned was bingeing Star Trek.”

“You’re a Trekky? That’s it. The relationship is doomed.” He shook his head. “I’m more Star Wars. Sure, I think I can handle a few shows.”

“Uh huh. I bet you’ll go back to your place and watch chick flicks with Lexi.”

“Hush, it’s a secret. Don’t tell anyone I have a soft side. It’ll ruin my reputation.”

“Nope, can’t deny it now. I saw how the baby adored you. They have a sixth sense you know. It’s a survival instinct. They can see you’re a good person.”

“The fireworks should be starting soon. Did you want to go see them?”

“Lorman has fireworks?”

“No. The next town over does but we can see them near the river.”

“We can’t see them from the house?”

“We might. Maybe from the second floor.”

She put her hand through her hair. “Sure, let’s go.”

They headed toward downtown to the park.

She stopped at the hardware store window.

He shook his head. “I swear, you’re the only woman I know who looks at tools like they were designer boots.”

Faith laughed. “That’s because I’d rather have tools.”

They turned a corner toward the park.

“Oh, my!”

Faith stood with her mouth open. The trees were beautifully lit and decorated in red, white, and blue.

He nodded. “We have a lot of good, US patriotism.”

She put her hand on his cheek and looked up. She could see the desire in his eyes and she was willing. Faith leaned up toward him with anticipation. It was a gentle caress, a slow exploration. He tasted like the sweet tea they’d had earlier. Faith leaned closer and felt the solid length of his body against hers.

She stepped back.

They both chuckled and then looked around. She was relieved. No one was paying attention to them.

∞      ∞      ∞

The summer fun had gone by fast. School had started, the leaves turned, and they were one day away the Thanksgiving holiday. The air was chilled, and autumn had arrived.

Faith’s favorite time of year.

She was already getting herself hyped up for the holidays. Christmas music was playing and she was humming along to Oh, Come All Ye Faithful.

Contrary to Lexi’s high school attempts at keeping them apart, she and Gabe had gotten quite close. That woman had pulled a few choice stunts. Gabe had dismissed them all. Irritated, Faith had finally reached the point of telling him Lexi was his friend and she didn’t want anything to do with her.
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