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      “I think you should just be honest with them,” Gary said. He had both hands gripped on the steering wheel, keeping the car straight amidst the snow drifts along Route 33.

      “I promise, I will tell them when the time is right,” Suzanne replied to her husband. “All I’m saying is I want Christmas to feel like Christmas. We don’t need anything else getting in the way. It’s bad enough that I need a holiday to get them to come to the house anyway.”

      Gary was quiet. He didn’t have any children of his own to miss, so he didn’t know what it was like to have adult children who lived far away and rarely visited. And, despite his best efforts to connect with them, Suzanne’s children hadn’t really taken to him, even though he and Suzanne had been married for more than ten years.

      “Aren’t they going to feel hurt that you weren’t honest with them from the get-go?” he asked.

      “Well, if they’d been around more, then there’d be nothing to hide from them to begin with!” Suzanne spat. She fell silent as she looked out the window. Then, after a few moments of letting Perry Como croon about going home for the holidays through the radio, she added, “That’s not fair. They’re all busy. And I’m proud of each one of them. It’s just…I wish I had them home more.” She adjusted the fingers on her gloves as a distraction. “I guess I just miss the way things used to be when it was the four of us, all the time.”

      Gary glanced at his wife quickly before returning his attention to the road. He reached over and took her hand with one of his and squeezed it. “I know. Getting older means watching the good moments pass by us, just as much as the bad ones. But there’s still good in our lives. And I’ll always be here to share it with you.”

      Suzanne squeezed his hand back. “I know, dear. Thank you. Just…promise me you won’t say anything to them?”

      He took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. He very much disagreed with his wife’s choice, but Linda, Keith, and Marty were her kids, not his. When it came to them, even though they were adults, all he could do was voice his opinion and support whatever decision she made.

      “You know I hate this, right?”

      She was quiet as she looked out the window while they drove into suburbia. “Yes, I know.”

      “But I’ll respect your choice, if that’s the one you want to make.”

      “It is.” She shifted in her seat, settling in to the decision that she’d just made final. “I’ll tell them later. But for now, I want a happy Christmas.”

      Gary smiled at her. “Anything for you, dear.”

      They remained quiet the rest of the ride to the airport. From their small village of Corfu, the Buffalo Niagara International Airport was just a thirty-minute commute down Route 33, which became Genesee Street closer to the airport and was Main Street in Corfu.

      Once they arrived at the airport, Gary navigated the car to the Arrivals lane. They both squinted with the sun glare until they got underneath the bridge for the Departures lane, which was directly above them.

      There was a myriad of cars and cabs and ride sharing vehicles trying to compete for the limited parking spots along the curb, all trying to avoid the airport shuttles zooming by in the left lane.

      Gary eyed up a spot and angled the car into it to claim it. He knew he’d have to do a lot of maneuvering to get the car aligned with the curb, but at least nobody was going to take his spot.

      “There!” Suzanne shouted. “There she is!” Her voice cracked with emotion. Despite the cold, she rolled down her window and called to her daughter, who was hurrying out of the airport with her suitcase behind her. “Linda!”
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      “Mom!” I called back once I spotted hers and Gary’s gray sedan among the mass of other vehicles.

      I rushed down the sidewalk, pulling my suitcase behind me as the cold Western New York weather nipped at my face.

      Mom fumbled with the door, finally getting it open and hurried out to greet me.

      “Wait until I get the car in park!” Gary called after her, but Mom wasn’t listening.

      She left the door open and wrapped me in a tight hug that made me finally feel like I was home. The smell of her, the feel of her arms around me—even if she did feel a little thin herself—all blended together to comfort me in a way that nothing else could.

      “Oh, I’ve missed you!” Mom said once we parted. She put her hands on my cheeks and stared into my eyes. I did the same, taking in all the ways that she’d changed since I’d last seen her. How much she’d aged. Or was that only because I was constantly surrounded by people obsessed with their looks in New York City?

      “How long has it been?” Mom asked.

      “I flew you out for Easter,” I said with a laugh.

      “One weekend! And I had to fly out the night of Easter so you could get to work Monday morning. Besides, that was months ago!”

      I gripped her hand. “Well, I’m here now, Mom. And I’m staying until after New Year’s. You have me for two weeks!”

      Getting that time off had been a hassle, but seeing the relief and excitement in my mother’s face made it all worth it. Besides, I had to admit that it was nice to see her too. The stress of New York was very much left back in the city.

      Mom smiled and took a deep breath as she clutched her chest with her free hand. “Oh, that makes my heart happy!”

      Gary, who had given up on parking the car properly, stepped up to the curb. He and I eyed each other, both of us sizing up the other to see what kind of introduction we were comfortable with. I moved for a quick side hug while Gary attempted a full embrace. The result was an awkward bumbling of body parts being smushed uncomfortably together and we quickly parted without making comment on it.

      “Come on, dear,” Mom said, ushering me to the car. “We’re going to take you to lunch so we can catch up. It’s been way too long!”

      As we climbed in the car and closed the doors against the cold winter chill, Gary grabbed my suitcase and popped it in the trunk.

      “So, how have you been?” Mom twisted in her seat up front to face me.

      “I’ve been good!” I started, but stopped when a car behind us beeped. Moments later, Gary opened the door and climbed into the driver’s seat.

      “We have to get going,” he said. “That guy behind us is impatient.”

      “Take us to lunch, Gary,” Mom said with a brightness to her voice. “I need to catch up on everything my baby girl’s been doing all year!”

      It made my heart warm to hear my mother’s terms of endearment again. I missed them. I missed her. This was going to be a relaxing two weeks.

      The car behind us beeped again, so Gary shifted the car into Drive and pulled away from the curb. I think we were all happy to put the airport behind us for the time being.
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      The restaurant Mom and Gary chose was just down the street from the airport—if the seven-lane road that passed by the airport could be classified as a “street.”

      Although the restaurant had a heroic name, it was essentially just a diner, which suited the three of us just fine. The whole place was decorated for Christmas. Several Christmas trees were tucked in corners where there weren’t any tables. Picture frames were wrapped to look like gifts. Garland hung along the breakfast bar, adorned with red bows. White Christmas lights lined the soffits around the edges of the restaurant. And, to top it all off, Christmas music played softly over the speakers, which could be heard clearly thanks to the thin crowd.

      We settled into a booth, Mom and Gary taking one side while I took the other. The waitress was quick, since it was the middle of the day on a Thursday, and we ordered our food along with our drinks. The waitress was a young, cute little thing. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a high ponytail that swung from side-to-side whenever she moved her head, which was often.

      After she left, Mom reached across the table for my hands. “Well, don’t hold me in suspense anymore! How’ve you been? I want to know everything about your life!”

      I smiled. “I’ve been good. You pretty much know everything, anyway.” I called her all the time. FaceTimed her at least once a week. Since she was retired, Mom was my go-to person to chat with whenever I had a stretch of city streets to walk or whenever I went on the subway—until service cut out.

      I knew that Mom loved our phone calls, but I also knew that no phone call or FaceTime could compare to sitting across from someone—I felt the same way.

      This was better than Christmas Day.

      “I know,” Mom said, “but I still want to hear about it. Don’t leave anything out.”

      I shifted in my seat, wracking my brain for what else I could tell her. “Well, um…work’s been good. We’re working on an advertising campaign with a new client. It’s with an imprint book publisher putting out their first few books. They want to stand out and be creative, which means we need to think out of the box, which is always nice.”

      I worked for one of the largest advertising companies in New York City. I was one of many graphic designers on staff, but I got my fair share of big clients while also juggling the smaller accounts. It was fun. Creative. Most importantly, though, it paid the bills.

      “That sounds exciting,” Mom said. “Although, I do worry about you living in New York City.”

      I couldn’t help but smirk. There was no way I was ever going to convince my mother that, statistically speaking, I was no more in danger in New York than I was back home. “It’s not so bad, Mom. Sure, it has its downfalls, but it also has some really good benefits. Like, for instance, my job.”

      Mom nodded. “I know, I know.”

      “She wouldn’t have this job if she didn’t live there, honey,” Gary added.

      Mom put her hands up in surrender. “Okay! I get it! But you can’t stop a mother from worrying.”

      I couldn’t keep the smile off my face. “Mom, I promise, if something bad happens to me, you’ll be the first to know.”

      “Oh no, not me! You should call nine-one-one first!”

      I exchanged a look with Gary. Even though he and I had never really found a way to click, we shared one thing in common: Mom. And we both knew how neurotic she could be.

      “Anyway,” Mom pressed on after sensing our judgement. “Are you still seeing that boyfriend? What was his name? Barney?”

      “Barry, Mom.” I pulled my hands away and adjusted the wrapped silverware set so it was perpendicular with the wall. “And no. We broke up.” How did my mother manage to pinpoint the one thing in my life I hadn’t told her? Was it that obvious that I was evading it?

      “Oh.” Mom’s face fell. “Well, that’s okay! You’ll find someone else!”

      “I know, Mom…” I said with a groan. I kept my eyes down so that I wouldn’t have to see the look of pity on my mother’s face.

      “You’re so beautiful, and you have a good job, and you’re kind and intelligent,” Mom went on. “Nobody would believe that you’re thirty-nine.”

      I nodded, my eyes still trained on the surface of the table. “Yep. You’ve told me that before.” Nothing quite like your mother pointing out your age to signify how old you were. Hey, at least I had my looks!

      “Although,” Mom went on, oblivious to my disengaged attitude to the conversation, “if you’re going to want a family, you’re going to need to lock down a man sooner than later.”

      At that, I looked up at her. I opened my mouth to retort, but the waitress came to the table with the food.

      “Okay! Here we go!” She cheerfully passed out the plates of food, naming off each one before she set it down. Once everyone had what they had ordered, she held the tray close to her chest and said, “Do we need anything else?”

      Gary looked to us, but both Mom and I were busy inspecting our food now that it was in front of us.

      “I think we’re all set,” he told the waitress. “Thank you.”

      “Enjoy!”

      “So, Mom,” I started as I plucked a French fry from my plate, “how have you been?” Time to turn the tables.

      Now it was Mom’s turn to avert her eyes. “I’ve been fine.”

      Interesting. Another evasive phrase. I didn’t for a minute believe that everything was “fine.” Still, I had made a commitment to myself to not be as invasive as my mother, so I decided to fish for information in a different way.

      “I was surprised to hear that you’re selling the house.” That was the whole reason why I had set aside two weeks to come home for Christmas. Mom had said that she and Gary needed help sorting through things, deciding what to keep, what to sell, and what to insist that my brothers take.

      As long as I didn’t need to see Keith or Marty, I was okay with that. I liked to keep my involvement with them as minimal as possible now that we were adults.

      Mom stopped poking her fork at her salad and looked up at me. Soon, tears were welling up in her eyes. She must’ve realized how she looked because she quickly recovered and tried to blink them away.

      “Yes, well, it wasn’t an easy decision,” she said. “After all, I raised you kids in that house. It’s just…” She looked to her husband for support. “It’s just too big for us now.” She turned back to her food and seemed to find her strength again because she added, “I’ve given up on the idea of you or either of your brothers moving in and taking over the house after I pass.”

      “Mom…” I chastised. Now I felt bad for making her feel bad. “You’ve got plenty of life left in you. Stop being so morbid.”

      “From your lips to God’s ears.” Mom glanced upward toward the ceiling.

      Truth be told, I was sad about letting the house go too. Most of my childhood memories were in that house. The birthday parties and holidays. The fights I used to get in with Keith and Marty. The way I used to sneak in late at night when I was a teenager—probably out to see my high school boyfriend, Lyle. The places I used to hide to overhear things I wasn’t supposed to be hearing.

      Mostly, I remembered the Christmases there. The way the house stood out on the street—really, the whole village—with its Christmas lights and signs in the front yard. Inside, the house always smelled like vanilla, either from Mom’s cooking or from the candles she was always burning. It was like a warm hug, wrapping you up in its embrace.

      It was home.

      I couldn’t wait to experience it all one last time.

      “Truth be told,” Mom went on, “I’ve been having a hard time with it. I don’t want to see the house go, but I feel like it’s…” She paused, caught up in her emotion. “It’s time to stop—I don’t know—living in a fairy tale, I guess.” She shook her head. “You and your brothers have made it clear that you have no interest in moving back to Corfu. I’ll just have to live with that.”

      I could feel myself softening. I wished that I shared in the same dream as my mother, but I didn’t. I had a good life in New York—one that I had created for myself. I couldn’t just uproot it all to make my mother happy. Corfu was a small town that gave me a happy childhood. But I was an adult now. I needed to focus on my future. I belonged in New York City now.

      “Oh, Mom…” I reached across the table for Mom’s hand.

      Beside Mom, Gary put his arm around her and she leaned into him.

      “It’s okay, honey,” he said. “You lived there for almost thirty years. It’s the longest you’ve lived anywhere. You’re bound to have an emotional connection to it. There’s no shame in that.”

      Mom patted Gary’s arm and sat up straighter, forcing herself to stop crying. She wiped away the few tears that had already spilled out.

      “Thank you for that. I’ll be okay. I’m just sad.” Mom looked across the table to me. “Having you home for Christmas will help me relive those memories one more time.”

      Moms really did know how to emotionally sucker-punch you right in the gut.
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      Walking back into my childhood home felt like a sense of relaxation that I hadn’t felt in years. Of course, things were slightly different, indicating that time had passed since I had been here last, but yet things were exactly the same in all the right ways.

      The kitchen counter still had a pile of newspapers—newspapers!—and mail on the end that my mother had always put there in an attempt to clean up, only for it to never move from that spot. Two glasses sat on the counter by the sink, daily drinking glasses that would be washed by the end of the night. A dish towel hung from the handle of the oven—different than the ones I remembered from when I was younger, but still there.

      The warmth of the house, the creak of the floors, and the smell of vanilla all worked together to remove any of the travel stress that I had had all day. Even though I was in such a familiar place, going from bustling Manhattan to the tiny village of Corfu was still a bit of a culture shock. My hometown only had about seven hundred people living here. There were probably that many people who lived in my apartment building alone.

      “Why don’t you take Linda’s suitcase upstairs, dear?” Mom said to Gary. “Do you know which room was her old room?”

      Gary nodded and he stepped through the kitchen with my suitcase. “I remember.”

      I was going to tell him not to go through the trouble of lugging my suitcase up the stairs by himself—I could certainly handle it on my own—but the mention of my own bedroom snapped my attention away. “My room? You still have my room as…my room?”

      Mom shrugged. “Well, sure, dear. It’s not quite the same as it was, but what were we going to use it for? Besides, you needed somewhere to stay whenever you came to visit.”

      I offered a sad smile. It was nice to be remembered, even as I dug roots so many miles away, but I couldn’t help but feel a little sad that the room Mom had saved for me had sat empty since I had moved out.

      Mom filled a tea pot at the sink before setting it on the stove. She hugged herself and shivered. “Oh, this time of year brings a chill right to my bones. A hot cup of tea will warm me up.”

      I stepped further into the house and looked around, admiring all the things I had forgotten over the years. Things that were now bringing up endless memories. Memories that were all well-documented by Mom’s endless supply of pictures from when I was a kid.

      Except, something was off.

      “Mom…”

      “Yes, dear?” Mom looked up from her perch behind the stove.

      There was once a time when the kitchen was blocked off by a wall. But when I was in college, Mom had finally saved up enough money to remodel the back half of the house the way she had wanted to since we had first moved in. Now, the wall was open and the kitchen was only separated by a peninsula, allowing anyone in the kitchen to see all the way to the front of the house.

      “You barely have any Christmas decorations up.” I looked at the wooden snowman perched against the wall in the dining area. Probably a decoration meant for a porch, but one that Mom decided to put inside.

      The Christmas candles were out, as were a few snowflake window-clings on the front window, but otherwise the house was devoid of any holiday cheer. Quite the contrast from what I remembered from when I was a kid.

      It was depressing. Were Mom and Gary spending the last few Christmases like this? Alone. No decorations. No joy. No family.

      The guilt I had felt earlier came back tenfold.

      “That’s because I was hoping you would help me with that,” Mom said with a smile. “I didn’t forget! I was trying to include you!”

      “But…I thought I was here to help you pack up the house?” I asked. “You know, declutter after thirty years of living in the same house?” I figured the Christmas decorations would already be out and, in another week, I’d be helping her to pack them up and ship them off to storage.

      Mom made a face. “Oof. Honey, why did you need to add the number of years to that? It makes me sound old.”

      “Mom, you are old.”

      “Yes, well, at lunch you told me not to dwell on that, now, didn’t you?”

      I smirked. “Point taken. But let’s not get off-topic here. You waited until a week before Christmas to put up decorations? That’s…not like you.”

      The Mom I knew would’ve been the first to put up Christmas decorations. And she wouldn’t start until after Thanksgiving was over. Sometimes, she even had me and my brothers out at six in the morning the day after Thanksgiving putting up the giant lit-up figurines in the yard and stringing the lights over the bushes and along the front porch.

      For a while, our household was so reliable that the neighbors began to say that they didn’t officially consider it the holiday season until they saw our house lit up with lights.

      And now, the house was still dark a week before Christmas. But then, if Mom was going to sell the house, it could possibly be dark from now on. The neighbors would have to adjust.

      So would I.

      “Honey.” Mom came around the counter to stand beside me.

      Clearly, the pain from the memories was evident on my face.

      She put her arm around me and leaned her head on my shoulder. “I don’t mean to bring down the mood, but there’s a sense of…hmm…” She paused as she searched for the right word. “A sense of…sadness, I guess? Yes, a state of sadness that comes after your kids move out and away and you go from being their sole caretaker to being someone that only gets brief updates from phone calls.”

      “But Mom, I⁠—”

      She put up her hand to stop my interruption. “I’m not blaming any of you, and I don’t mean to make you feel bad. I just want you to understand that it’s not always easy for me to pull out decorations and put them up with the same enthusiasm I had when I watched the three of you put them up with me. It’s hard for me to look back at the Christmas angel you made in second grade or the toilet paper roll candlestick you made when you were in kindergarten. I would much rather have some company when putting up the decorations.”

      My shoulders slumped. “Mom, I didn’t realize…”

      Mom shook her head. “Don’t worry about it. That’s not what I meant to do. Like I said, I just wanted you to understand.”

      “But Mom⁠—”

      The staircase creaked as Gary bounded down the stairs. “Okay! Your suitcase is up in your room, and I pulled out some fresh towels for you to use and set them on your bed. I also pulled out an extra blanket, in case you get cold in the night. Oh, and we have some extra pillows if you need them.”

      I gave him a tight smile. He was always buzzing around in the background. “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

      “All right!” Mom chirped happily. She returned to the kitchen, where the teapot had started whistling. “Should we scratch the tea and make cocoa instead?”

      At the moment, there wasn’t anything that Mom could’ve suggested that I wouldn’t say yes to.
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