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The candy shop and Christmastime went together like Santa and his reindeer, like Jesus and the manger, like Frosty and snow. In Noel Puckett’s emerald green eyes, one couldn’t exist without the other. When small enough to sit on her daddy’s lap, he used to nestle an unmistakable red hat with a floppy white cottontail puff on her head and tell her as long as she kept it on, she wore all the colors of Christmas.


“Because of my eyes?” she would ask, smiling.


“Yes, and they are prettier than any jewel in the world.”


Santa hats marked one of the many traditions Noel carried into adulthood. On Thanksgiving Day, which the calendar flipped to this morning, the hats came out of the box holding them since January, and she proudly donned hers throughout the season. Of course the sizes changed over the twenty-eight years of her life, but the look and feel remained pretty much the same. As a child, she wore her Santa hat everywhere: while helping in the family’s old-fashioned candy store, sitting at the breakfast table, studying at her school desk, and even when walking, running, or riding her bicycle around the most magical town on Earth—Beaufort, North Carolina.


The red and gold Beaufort Candy Company sign on the two-story brick building matched the name on the map which attracted people from across the country and beyond to this little slice of coastal paradise, especially during the summertime. The historic downtown shop, conveniently nestled between Front Street and Taylor Creek, overlooked the waterfront separating the town from Carrot Island, an uninhabited stretch of land also known as the Rachel Carson Reserve known for the magnificent wild horses that roamed freely.


On both the land and water side, a sidewalk paralleled the main road and waterfront where dozens of docks invited boaters from all over to visit. The deep channel made the area accessible to most vessels of any size, and the waterways that stretched around either side of the nearby visible island created somewhat of a maze through various other islands, marshes, and shoals. Creeks, rivers, inlets, bays, and sounds all intertwined to create countless opportunities for adventures and lead to the nearby Atlantic Ocean.


The candy shop blended in with many other stores on the outside until passersby caught a glimpse of the colorful window displays on either side of the large wooden doors leading to a place that brought smiles to the faces of children and adults alike year-round. The red-bricked walls, high industrial ceiling with exposed wooden beams and black piping, antique wooden floors, and decorative barrels, shelves, and display cases filled with thousands of pieces of every type of candy, pies, and fudge the heart could desire gave this place unique character. At Christmastime the magic reached levels strong enough to power Santa’s sleigh.


Adjusting her own hat this year, the light brown hair spilling out curved around Noel’s oval face and dangled just below her chin. She wore the red and black flannel pajamas that matched the ones she gave Levi and Laney last night before snuggling on the couch to watch a movie with her two favorite eight-year-olds. A moment later with the opened box at her feet, she studied the candy shop and remembered how much work today brought. By bedtime she and her team of elves needed to turn this place into a Christmas wonderland.


In so many ways, year in and year out, this particular morning felt like Christmas. Last night while the children slept, Noel snuck downstairs and pulled out dozens of boxes filled with decorations as well as those loaded with Christmas candy. Red, green, white, and gold colored wrapping would replace orange, brown, and burgundy to signify the season change. The remaining candy corn, pumpkins, chocolate turkeys, and pilgrim lollipops would be moved to a small clearance section in the back corner and would be a colossal hit tomorrow—the best Black Friday deal around, in fact.


Noel called Levi’s and Laney’s names, and seconds later she heard the pitter-patter of little feet running down the stairs playing one of the greatest instruments in the universe—original floorboards that creaked making sounds that echoed off the walls of the otherwise quiet store.


A few minutes ago, she asked the children to wait patiently at the top of the stairs while she checked on some things, which meant fluffing their hats and hanging their stockings because she forgot those final touches last night. Thankfully, Noel remembered to fill them with goodies which took a little time. Based on prior experiences, she had a hunch that as soon as she descended the stairs, the kids fell flat on their pajama-covered bellies just above the top step for a peek through the spindles. However, she knew they couldn’t quite see the front counter from there.


“What is it, Mommy?” Levi asked, running past heavy wooden barrels of taffy and gummies.


When he and Laney rounded the corner and saw Noel sitting behind the counter with a smile on her face and a little Santa hat in each hand, their faces lit up.


“Our Christmas hats!” Laney declared for all to hear although the locked door kept others at bay until the floodgates opened early tomorrow morning.


“Which one is mine?” Levi asked, his stringy brown hair begging for a comb.


“This one,” Noel replied with a grin, sliding it over his head, and grateful it seemed to fit just right while hiding the bedhead sprouts. “And this one belongs to you, Laney.”


Grinning from ear to ear, Laney attempted perfect posture while being crowned like a queen. The freckles dotting her adorable face seemed to glow majestically.


“Is it beautiful, Aunt Noel?” she checked.


“Of course,” Noel guaranteed confidently. “Both of you look like cute little elves ready for heaps of Christmas fun,” she announced exactly like her dad because Christmas fun sounded much more exciting than Christmas work. She spoke the same positive affirmations to herself leading up to the big day and even this morning in the mirror when she woke before sunrise.


Instead of building toys in a workshop, they would decorate the whole store and place candy using a planogram she created.


“Do you remember your special treat?” Noel quizzed.


“Christmas stockings,” the two shouted in unison while searching for them like an elf on the shelf.


Not many kids received such a gift on Thanksgiving Day, but the children of the owners of this candy shop always had and always would. Noel pointed at the old fireplace, the focal point behind the register area. If memory served her correctly, her great-grandfather laid the bricks by hand.


“I see mine,” Laney announced while mouthing her name as she read it.


“Mine is right there,” Levi added, pointing his finger.


They each grabbed their respective stockings and dropped to the floor crisscross applesauce style as if accordions made up their lower bodies. A moment later an assortment of wrapped candy scattered across the hardwood like marbles. As tradition, one of each Christmas candy that would be put on the sales floor today made up the loot.


“How many can we eat now?” Laney asked furrowing her brow as she tried to recall the amount allowed 365 days ago.


“Start with two, and throughout the day you will have the opportunity to eat all of them.”


“Really?” Levi checked, his eyes bulging as if he never heard those words before.


Noel’s mother always said the kids needed the extra energy for such a busy day of helping the adults. Noel popped a few pieces in her mouth last night while sorting and placing boxes and even snuck one in this morning. She sure wished her mom and dad were here, dressed in their silly Christmas attire resembling Mr. and Mrs. Claus. The way the candy store had been passed down to her so abruptly hadn’t been the blessing she expected to receive one day. If a positive existed, it disguised itself in the fact that she now spent so much time doing what so many hands once did that it kept her mind occupied.


“Every time the cuckoo clock sounds on the hour, you can eat two more pieces,” Noel reminded the kids.


Levi and Laney glanced eagerly at the old gingerbread house time-telling machine above the mantle. Almost every kid who came into the shop pointed it out in fascination.


“It’s already seven o’clock,” Laney calculated, unwrapping a peanut butter cup and stuffing it into her mouth.


“The first seven o’clock,” Levi added while peeling the foil surrounding a milk chocolate ball.


“A.M.,” Laney said sounding all educated.


“I am glad your third-grade teacher is showing you how to tell time,” Noel noted.


“Daddy taught me first,” Levi shared.


As the kids chewed and swallowed their initial pieces of candy, Noel swallowed a lump that suddenly appeared in her throat. Fletcher’s hands were the ones Noel missed most. She missed them helping in the candy shop, with the dishes at home, and, most of all, touching her. Her husband had a way of making her forget all her worries, even on the hardest of days. He listened to her the same way he touched her, slowly and gently, and as the little hairs on the back of her neck stood at attention, she swore she could feel Fletcher’s fingers tracing her skin now.


“Why do you have that look on your face?” Laney asked perplexed.


Noel’s shoulders shuddered back to reality. “What look?”


“Like you seen a ghost?” Laney explained.


“Ghosts are at Halloween,” Levi snickered. “It’s Christmas.”


“It’s Thanksgiving,” Laney corrected.


Noel chimed in. “In the candy shop, today is Thanksgiving as well as Christmastime kickoff, so you are both right.”


Laney’s and Levi’s eyes smiled widely as they looked up at Noel.


“The best day of the year,” Levi reported, unwrapping his peanut butter cup and dropping it into his mouth.


“I’m opening this one next,” Laney reported as she ripped the clear plastic from around a multi-colored mini candy cane.


“Smart girl,” Noel pointed out. “That one will last for a while if you suck on it rather than chew.”


“So will my chocolate,” Levi shared, sticking out his brown tongue.


“You’re silly,” Noel replied. “Make sure the wrappers go into the trash can.”


As she finished the sentence, they snatched up their wrappers like little vacuums and ran to the end of the counter where a wooden barrel lined with an empty plastic bag doubled as a finish line at cleanup time.


A moment later a knock came at the front door, and a pair of eyes cupped by hands on either side peered through the glass.


“Mrs. Madelyn,” Laney and Levi shrilled, and another race ensued to a broad-shouldered lady with wavy white hair and large-rimmed black glasses.


A crisp November morning breeze blew through the doorframe while Levi and Laney temporarily held Mrs. Madelyn there, each wrapped around either of her legs.


She squeezed the balls of their Santa hats as if they might toot like bicycle horns.


“How are my two favorite munchkins?” Mrs. Madelyn inquired through a belly laugh that entered the store before she did.


The children responded quickly by each grabbing a hand. “Come see what we got,” Laney encouraged.


“Yeah, it’s candy,” Levi blurted out.


Elbows rested on the counter, Noel’s palms held her chin while she watched the greeting with a tired smile.


“I brought coffee,” Mrs. Madelyn announced when she finally spotted Noel.


“Oh, so sorry,” Noel blurted out. “Where are my manners? I was so engrossed in the reunion that I didn’t even realize you had hot coffee in your hands,” she confessed as she jumped from the stool and waltzed toward the front of the store. “Wait, you don’t have coffee in your hands, you have little hands in your hands.”


“Fret not,” Mrs. Madelyn responded. “I anticipated this greeting and placed the beverages on the sidewalk outside the door.”


“Wisdom,” Noel gleaned, “I will grab them.”


A few stray leaves swirled on the sidewalk as Noel shivered in response to the difference in the outside temperature, making the warmth radiating from the inside of the coffee cups comforting. Once she turned the lock and made it to the counter, she found her three elves huddled around the candy like a fire as Levi and Laney explained each piece to Mrs. Madelyn.


“Now that everyone is here,” Noel announced after the kids plucked Mrs. Madelyn’s Santa hat from the box and mangled her hairdo, “are you all ready for the Christmas fun to begin?”


“It already has,” Laney proclaimed.


“But now it’s even more fun because Mrs. Madelyn is here,” Levi added.


“That’s right, and now we can decorate the Christmas tree and the whole shop then put out the new candy,” Mrs. Madelyn reminded them.


“The Christmas tree,” Levi and Laney shouted when Mrs. Madelyn’s and Noel’s eyes followed her impactful words to the back of the store where a twenty-foot live Eastern Red Cedar Christmas tree awaited its dressing.”


Noel smiled from ear to ear. The children had been so excited about their Santa hats and stockings that they ran right by the beautiful present the local Christmas tree farm delivered late last night.


“It’s so big,” Laney remarked.


“They always bring us the biggest one,” Mrs. Madelyn reported.


Last night Noel repeatedly thanked the farm’s owner when he showed up with two helpers to unload, set, and even fluff the tree. It made one less thing to worry about.


“It’s taller than all of us if we stood on each other’s heads,” Levi proclaimed.


The kids ran to the base of the tree and stretched their necks as if stargazing.


Noel and Mrs. Madelyn took their first sips of coffee as they watched the children from afar in awe.


“What are you asking for this Christmas?” Mrs. Madelyn whispered to Noel.


“I already have everything I need,” Noel stated.


“How about a handsome man?”


Noel’s eyes closed, and her lips fell open. She had a handsome man—once. “There is no replacement for Fletcher Puckett.”


“Of course not but every person deserves a companion and a helpmate. You run yourself ragged around here taking care of this shop and those two beautiful children; one of whom is more yours than your brother’s, whom I pray a miracle over every day.”


“With all due respect, Mrs. Madelyn, I don’t want any other man.”


“My dear, there is an overlap between wants and needs,” she disclosed. “There are lots of days when I don’t want Jack Brown, but I need him regardless of whether my pride allows me to admit the truth. Not in the way these culturally confused modern women say they don’t need a man but to fulfill the deepest desires of the human soul.”


Noel snickered. “Jack is a treasure,” she acknowledged by attempting to turn the conversation towards Mrs. Madelyn’s marriage rather than discussing the hole in her own heart.


“He’s a pot of gold where the rainbow falls,” Mrs. Madelyn granted.


“Don’t you mean at the end of the rainbow?” Noel questioned yet thankful for the lead-in to a new topic.


“I like to imagine that rainbows never end. They just rise and fall on the earth, and beneath us they make a circle underground that we can’t see with our eyes but can feel in our hearts.”


The visual played out in Noel’s mind. “Sounds peaceful.”


“Something tells me that God might have a surprise gift in store for you this Christmas season,” Mrs. Madelyn predicted before taking another sip of her coffee.


Noel nearly spit out the words that came to mind: You better not try to play matchmaker during this busy holiday season. Thankfully the kids came running back over with ornaments in their hands putting an end to a silly conversation.
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Cavin Dawson fastened each button on a perfectly ironed burnt orange shirt and then straightened the collar while looking in the mirror beside which his dark brown suit coat hung. His flight into Atlanta last night kept him up later than expected because of a weather delay. However, the limousine his dad’s assistant scheduled still managed to reach the gate at his parents' estate by midnight.


Neither of his parents waited up, but the butler granted access and ensured his belongings made it to his bedroom. Even though he couldn’t remember perspiring all day, Cavin knew his mother would have a fit if he didn’t shower before climbing into fresh linens. One of the family’s staff members took responsibility for washing all the laundry, so he never quite understood why it ruffled her feathers. After toweling off, he opted to go straight to bed rather than finish the paperwork from the deal he closed before stepping onto the airplane in Oklahoma; putting off the final details until tomorrow would make it easier to wake up in time for the traditional Dawson Thanksgiving breakfast.


The next morning he freshened up, and while he skipped down the spiral staircase in the spacious open foyer with his jet-black hair parted neatly and slicked back, he absentmindedly connected his cuff links. Passing through another room, he greeted one of the workers on his way to the formal dining room, where he found his mother and father awaiting his arrival.


Sitting properly in a new yellow dress at one end of a table for twelve where each place setting displayed a plate, silverware, and fine linens, Cavin’s mother glanced at her wristwatch. “We were beginning to wonder if you overslept.”


“Your mother was afraid you stayed out late with a woman,” Cavin’s father offered halfheartedly from the head of the table.


Cavin approached his mother gracefully and kissed her cheek. “You look beautiful,” he complimented before replying to the comments. “My connecting flight was delayed,” he revealed.


“Thank you. Now please sit with us,” Cavin’s mother requested. “We can discuss the details of your trip as George and the others serve the meal they have generously prepared.”


As Cavin’s father stood to shake his son’s hand, his brown tie covered the buttons down the shirt neatly tucked into his dress pants. A moment later, Cavin sat in his usual spot midway along the table on the right side while the other chairs remained empty as usual during this meal. He immediately noticed the lavishly designed tablescape featuring a centerpiece layered with pumpkins of various sizes; autumn colors and associated fruits spilled across a black and orange checkered table runner.


Fall-themed decorations and trinkets accented the room as well as every other area Cavin made his way through this morning and last night. The house decor, inside and out, changed with each season. At last count he recalled his family having thirty-one Christmas trees—one for each room and a handful on the porches.


“I was delighted to hear that you reached our goals in Oklahoma,” Cavin’s father announced as the staff quietly carried out dishes and set them gingerly in the appropriate places.


“That is fabulous news,” his mother commended, smiling at Cavin before turning her attention to her husband. “Luther, when will you purchase a private jet so our son can be on time for holiday meals?”


“Mother, I left my bedroom a few minutes before eight, and I am confident the walk did not take that long,” he postulated and then sipped the iced water next to his place setting.


“If you are on time, you are late,” she reminded him.


Growing up, Cavin heard that phrase hundreds if not thousands of times, and he expected that George, who began to uncover each dish so the others could insert the appropriate serving utensils, could verify that.


“Would you be late to a business meeting?”


“No, Mother.”


“Then please treat your father and me with the same respect.”


“Ruth, he is here, it is Thanksgiving, and he closed the deal we have been working on for a month.”


She forced a smile as George and the staff filled their plates with ham, eggs, bacon, and other breakfast delicacies. “Wonderful, now can we afford the airplane?”


“Maybe a helicopter,” Cavin’s father responded.


“We previously discussed that idea,” Cavin’s mother reminded everyone.


“Did we?” her husband checked.


“Mother feels it is not a safe mode of transportation,” Cavin reminded him. “I happen to agree.”


“When Cavin closes the deal in Beaufort, maybe we can shop for an airplane,” his father proposed.


“Beaufort?” Cavin inquired with a furrowed brow.


“Beaufort is a little town on the coast of North Carolina, and it is ready for big changes.”


“I thought Beaufort was in South Carolina,” Cavin’s mother interjected.


“That is Beaufort,” Cavin’s father clarified, pronouncing the South Carolina city as Bew-fort. “Beaufort,” he explained, pronounced Bow-fort, “is our next masterpiece.”


“When will I travel to Beaufort?” Cavin asked carefully considering the appropriate way to say the town’s name. Once he arrived, he would not want to slip up in front of the locals. Mistakes like that often offended people and built unnecessary walls.


“This deal needs to be finalized before Christmas,” Cavin’s father stated with expectant eyes locked on Cavin.


The skin between Cavin’s eyebrows crinkled as he did the math. “You promised me a week of vacation when I returned from Oklahoma,” he reminded his father. “Remember, I have a flight booked for Cancun that leaves on Sunday.” He looked forward to spending a few days with his parents, catching up with old friends in the area, and then heading to a tropical paradise to work on his tan and meet that woman his mother mentioned to his father earlier.


“Sandra already took care of that,” Cavin’s father explained.


Ruth watched the dialogue as she scooted food around her plate with her fork.


“What do you mean by took care of that?” Cavin inquired.


“The Cancun flight is postponed until after the holidays,” he reported. “Now you have a flight scheduled into North Carolina.”


While Cavin loved having someone take care of his travel arrangements, he didn’t appreciate not having a say or at least a briefing prior to plans being altered. “So you want me to fly to North Carolina on Sunday?”


“Cavin, you need every day available to work your magic in Beaufort,” his dad reasoned. “You know how things are during the holidays, especially in small towns, with people taking time off.”


Cavin stuffed a forkful of ham into his mouth, hoping that chewing would keep him from speaking his mind. Think positively, he advised himself. At least he could relax for the next couple of days, play golf with his buddies, look up an old flame or two, talk business with his father in person, and play tennis with his mother.


“Son, did you turn into a Neanderthal while in Oklahoma?” his mother asked, staring disapprovingly at his chipmunk-like cheeks.


“Believe it or not,” Cavin’s father added to his previous statement, “Black Friday is not a very busy day at the airport, so Sandra was able to book a flight for tomorrow morning.”


Cavin forcefully pushed his fork against the table causing a thud to echo throughout the formal dining room. “Are you serious?” he questioned. “This is Thanksgiving, Dad, not April Fool’s Day. This sounds like a prank, but I have a feeling it is not.”


Cavin welcomed the demands of his job. He strived under pressure. He took joy in meeting deadlines. He even enjoyed the adventure of living in a different city every month while working miracles as a property acquisition and development specialist. He felt like he owned the city when things went his way, and they almost always did. The goal to transform a town gave him purpose.


“Can we discuss business later?” Cavin’s mom suggested sternly. “Perhaps we can have a peaceful meal together while giving thanks for all that this family has received?”


“Ruth, if Cavin reaches our goal in Beaufort, we can all give thanks for a private airplane,” Cavin’s father announced, hoping to diffuse the tension. “Cavin, I will even ensure you get the personal assistant you requested.”


The frown on Ruth’s face evaporated as a pleasurable smile quickly took residence.


Cavin pulled in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Please do not promise me things you cannot give me,” he replied. “Like a vacation,” he added with a dagger.


“Son, have you ever known me not to come through on my word regarding business?”


Cavin’s mind raced. “No.”


“You will have an assistant. We will have a private plane for company and family use. You can be the first to use it for your trip to Cancun in the New Year.”


Cavin knew negotiating like turkeys knew Thanksgiving although this opportunity presented itself at an inopportune time. Always be prepared to close the deal because you might not get a second chance, the man on the other side of this negotiation taught him years ago, and the advice worked flawlessly. “I want two weeks in Cancun, and from now on, my assistant, whom I interview and hire, will make my travel arrangements, and every decision about my schedule must go through me,” he insisted.


“Land the deal, and your requests will be granted,” his father promised as he stood to shake Cavin’s hand.
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The first step of transforming the candy store into a Christmas wonderland required pulling all the Thanksgiving decorations. The kids and Noel started at the front of the shop and worked toward the back where Mrs. Madelyn sorted the items into the appropriate pre-labeled bins to make things easier for next year. The candy went to the back corner clearance section to the left of the giant Christmas tree and would be organized later. Levi and Laney ran up and down the aisles collecting all the turkeys and pumpkins they could find.


“If it is brown or orange,” Mrs. Madelyn instructed, “bring it to me.”


She only had to ask the two little elves to return a couple of items that needed to stay put. One of the funniest moments came when Levi asked if they needed to roll all the brown candy barrels to the back of the store.


“Those remain in place year-round,” Noel reminded them.


Noel focused on removing fall-related signage and erasing chalkboards with quotes and drawings of leaves. She climbed up and down the ladder, what felt like a hundred times, giving her legs a holiday workout and hopefully clearing room for turkey, dressing, candied yams, sweet potato fluff, cornbread stuffing, mac-and-cheese, pumpkin pie, and all the other traditional dishes.


The annual community Thanksgiving feast would take place within walking distance of the candy shop. Residents and their extended families and friends came together there every year for fellowship, fun, and food provided by the local restaurants. One of the best things about Beaufort was that almost everyone knew each other, and everything anyone needed could be found in the heart of the town: a general store, clothing boutiques, ice cream, furniture, groceries, and dining.


Beaufort Candy Company always provided pies and fudge made in-house along with a few trays of leftover Thanksgiving candy. A full-service kitchen beyond the back wall of the shop, which no one in the store would ever know existed if the sweet aromas didn’t give away the secret, allowed Noel and Mrs. Madelyn to create most of the bakery items as well as a lot of the candy on display. It often surprised tourists when they explained that nearly everything was made from scratch on the premises.


Living upstairs helped Noel keep up with supply and demand. In the evenings after the shop closed, she could scurry in and out of the kitchen preparing and baking for the next day while the kids worked on homework, watched a movie, or played outside. Once they went to bed, she often spent an hour or two downstairs taking care of the final touches and refilling the displays.


Selling their old house after the tragic boating accident that took the lives of her husband, mother, father, and sister-in-law had been the only viable option. Before that, her parents lived upstairs. Noel never wanted to sell the house she bought with her husband, but with only one income, she couldn’t afford the mortgage. She and Fletcher talked about life insurance for years but never got around to making it happen.


Learning the hard way, she now encouraged everyone, especially those with children, to pick a plan immediately. She even mentioned it to random strangers when a conversation ignited in the shop. Her parents’ term policies ran out years ago limiting their inheritance to the candy shop and the apartment above which Noel thanked God for daily; otherwise, she didn’t know where she and the kids would live. In some ways their living quarters came as an upgrade since not many families her age owned a waterfront residence. For that, she remained grateful.


Noel knew about a decline in candy sales recently but didn’t realize the hole her parents dug to keep the place open. Come to find out, they hadn’t been paying themselves like they used to; only she and Mrs. Madelyn’s salaries showed up in the books that her father guarded so tightly. On the one hand she found it sweet that they gave up an income to keep Beaufort Candy Company in business, but at the same time she wished she knew, so she could have had the option to plan for her future accordingly or possibly come up with ideas to increase business. However, the new things she tried so far hadn’t helped the bottom line.


“Unless a miracle happens tomorrow, the store will be in the red after Black Friday,” Noel told Mrs. Madelyn when they found a moment alone in the kitchen where the pies for today’s event waited to be delivered via the little red wagons the kids liked to play with.


“I’m so sorry, darling,” Mrs. Madelyn replied sincerely. “You have worked so hard this year to move the store into the black.”


When setting the goal earlier in the year, Noel researched the true meaning of Black Friday and found it seemed debatable and ultimately mingled over time. One explanation came from the idea that retailers hoped to move out of the red negative numbers and into the black positive ones by or on this day each year. Apparently this thought process began circulating in the 1980s; however, historically, the title referred to throngs of factory workers claiming sickness to prolong their holiday break. Later, traffic officers in Philadelphia used the term to describe long shifts and terrible traffic due to holiday shopping coinciding with an annual football game. Regardless of the origin, the term stuck, and now retailers like Noel hoped for significant sales volume on Black Friday.


“We,” Noel corrected. “We have worked so hard. You have put in more hours than ever before,” she reminded her friend who had been like an aunt to her growing up. Somehow in the wake of the tragedy, Mrs. Madelyn seamlessly took on the role of the adult mother turned best friend whom Noel missed dearly.


“I wish I could do more.”


“You do more than your share,” Noel reminded her. She initially thought she could hire employees to take on the hours her parents put into the shop although she doubted anyone would be able to match the output their experience afforded. However, since they hadn’t been drawing a salary, the funds to hire additional help didn’t exist.


“Honestly, I am not sure how long I can keep it up,” Mrs. Madelyn revealed. The demands of Halloween and Thanksgiving at the candy shop took a toll on her body. “Being on my feet all day wears me out more than it used to; I could once skip around this store like you do. Your mother, God rest her soul, and I both could.”


The two of them had acted like sisters and were the best of friends. They went to grade school together, graduated high school the same year, and worked in the candy store pretty much their whole lives. Mrs. Madelyn married a farmer whose family owned a successful farm, so she never needed much income. Early on she helped at the shop for fun, but in more recent years she helped out of need, and Noel could tell her joy faded at times.


“You know you don’t have to pay me, Noel.”


“There is no way I am taking advantage of completely free labor,” Noel rebutted.


“What do you mean by completely free labor?”


“I know you have been clocking in well after arrival and clocking out way before you leave.”


“Honey, I’m old, it takes time to put away my purse, drink a little coffee, indulge in a bakery item, and take care of all the other personal things I don’t intend to do on the clock.”


Noel laughed. “We both know you work way more hours than you get paid for.”


Mrs. Madelyn waved a hand. “Minor details,” she responded, brushing aside the truth. “If I cut back, how will you afford to hire someone to compensate for the extra hours?”


Noel fought back the tears springing up inside her. “I will have to find a way. Maybe I can put in more time myself.”


“Sweetheart, you run on fumes,” she noted. “Those children deserve your free time more than this shop needs it.”


“What other option do I have?”


“You can always sell the store.”


Noel closed her eyes, tucked her lips inward, and bit down. Of course the idea of selling the candy shop filtered through her mind a time or two, especially when sifting through the numbers in the wee hours of the morning.


Mrs. Madelyn continued, “This location has a lot of value. That would give you enough to buy a cute little house somewhere and take care of your needs while you get your feet on the ground with a new career.”


“I can’t talk about this, not today,” Noel admitted with tears streaming down her cheeks. She already lost so much; she couldn’t fathom voluntarily letting go of the legacy her family built. “This is supposed to be a happy day.”


Mrs. Madelyn’s ensuing bear hug swallowed Noel. When the kids came running into the kitchen, Noel wiped her tears on one of the woman’s broad shoulders and sucked up the ones yet to fall.


“Hey kiddos,” Mrs. Madelyn called out while giving Noel time to pull herself together.


“What’s wrong?” Laney asked.


“Is Mommy crying?” Levi inquired.


“Mommy is happy,” Mrs. Madelyn replied. “Do you know why?”


“Why?” the children asked in unison.


“Because all of us are together and because it is time for us to load up all these pies for the big lunch.”


“Yay,” Laney declared.


“I am going to eat too much turkey and pies,” Levi predicted, rubbing his belly and inciting a round of laughter.


Noel painted a smile on her face and spun around with all the enthusiasm she could muster. “Who’s going to get the little red wagons?” she queried.


“I am,” Laney shouted.


“We are,” Levi answered enthusiastically.


“Both of you grab one and come help Mrs. Madelyn and me fill them with enough pies, fudge, and candy for the whole town.”


The kids hastily retrieved the wagons, parked them haphazardly near the stainless steel island occupying the middle of the kitchen, and helped position the goodies one at a time with a sense of pride.


When the carts became full, Noel said, “Let’s run upstairs to change outfits for the community Thanksgiving feast.”


“I want to wear my Christmas pajamas,” Levi pleaded with folded hands and a cheesy grin.


“Me too,” Laney begged.


This request didn’t surprise Noel. “I think we might look a little out of place showing up for Thanksgiving lunch wearing Christmas outfits, especially pajamas,” she pointed out. “I will make a deal with you. You have to change out of your pajamas, but you can wear your Christmas hats.”


Laney and Levi looked at one another as if trading their deepest thoughts. “Okay,” both giggled and ran up the stairs.


“I set out outfits for each of you on your beds,” Noel called up the staircase as she walked in that direction before turning to Mrs. Madelyn. “Would you like to come up and relax while we change?”


“No, thanks. With these old hips, I don’t want to climb those stairs more than necessary,” she laughed. “I will wheel the carts up front and straighten a few things around the register while you all freshen up.”


“Thank you,” Noel replied with a genuine smile. She didn’t know what she would have done without this woman.


Noel skipped up the steps and hustled into her bedroom. She wanted to be early so the desserts and candy could be set on the serving tables before the guests arrived. Even though dessert traditionally came after the meal, experience taught her that plenty of hands would want first dibs on the baked goods, and little hands would find the candy quickly.


While changing into wide-leg chocolate brown linen pants, which Noel bought for the color name, and because they looked cute, of course, she studied her body in the bathroom mirror. Unsure whether her diet or lack of appetite helped her keep a slim waist, she found herself thankful that she could eat more than her share today and not fear the consequences.


Fletcher always told her how beautiful she looked no matter what she wore or if she gained or lost ten pounds. She sure missed his words of affirmation. Noel didn’t feel unpretty now; however, she lacked the confidence she once possessed. She missed walking into places like today's festivities with her arm anchored around her husband’s.


Noel wrapped a belt through the loops circling her waist and then pulled on a tan long-sleeved turtleneck. Adjusting her hair, she clasped a gold necklace with a turkey pendant around her slim neck and added the matching earrings. Lastly, she spent a few minutes fixing her hair before stepping into a pair of shoes for the occasion.


Prior to walking downstairs, she called for Levi and Laney, but neither answered. She then glanced out the back windows and spotted a colt standing beside his mother on Carrot Island. The view that had been a lifesaver after the accident kept her occupied for a few moments. When Noel made it down the steps, she found the children near the front door being silly with Mrs. Madelyn, and when she took in the sight of their outfits, a large grin stretched across Noel’s face.


“Don’t you two look adorable?”


Noel picked out a brown dress with a white undershirt for Laney and brown pants and an apple-red collared shirt for Levi. The Santa hats topped off the outfits brilliantly.


“Mrs. Madelyn said she will wear her Santa hat to the feast if you do,” Laney announced.


Noel’s smile shone through her green eyes. “Of course I will,” she agreed, “but one of you will have to run upstairs and get it for me; I left it on my bed.”


Without a single word, the race began. Each kid took a different route through the candy shop, and Laney made it up the stairs first. Running indoors wasn’t allowed anytime the store was open for business, but Noel’s father always let her and her brother play freely when the closed sign hung; she permitted the same for these little ones.


Somehow Levi made it down with the hat dangling from his grip.


“Levi took the hat from me,” Laney complained with a frown.


“Did not, we both grabbed it.”


“I had it first, and then you yanked it from my hand.”


Analyzing the situation, Noel studied their faces. “I know who made it up the stairs first,” she announced glaring at Levi. “Did Laney have it to begin with?”


“Maybe,” he answered, “but she dropped it and I got it then.”


“You two are a team,” Noel reminded them. “You need to help each other rather than work against the other.”


“I did. I picked up the hat for her.”


“Wouldn’t a team player hand it back?” Noel asked.


Levi shrugged his shoulders.


“How about you hand it to Laney now,” Noel recommended, “and, Laney, you can put it on my head like I did yours.”


“I get to crown you like a queen?” Laney asked as the corners of her lips swiftly turned upward.


“Yes,” Noel replied.


Levi handed it over with a slight hesitance, and Laney beamed as she slid it onto Noel’s hair causing it to curl out more than before.


“You three get together for a picture,” Mrs. Madelyn suggested while pulling her phone from the enormous purse draped across her forearm.


Standing behind the little red wagons staged for a photo shoot, each kiddo wrapped an arm around Noel while Mrs. Madelyn snapped several pictures. Then Noel talked her into getting into a shot, and Noel held out the phone and took a selfie of the whole gang.


After Noel twisted the lock, the four of them walked down the sidewalk with the kids in charge of the wagons. Noel and Mrs. Madelyn played the role of the caboose in case anything fell out since Levi and Laney knew the best route to the feast as well as anyone. They played on these streets nearly every day after school and during the summers; the two roamed Beaufort like pirates once did. Nowadays it was a safe town, low in crime, and high on the phrase it takes a village. The one rule the children must abide by was staying together at all times. They also kept high-powered walkie-talkies to report back to Noel and to allow her to check in on them.


When they entered the grassy lawn between two buildings where the community Thanksgiving feast took place each year, a large circus-style tent covered a slew of chairs and tables for dining, and a few buffet bars occupied the far corner. Although the sun shone brightly, a regular breeze blew through the trees that dotted the park-like area.


Noel instantly spotted a cluster of volunteers with familiar faces who quickly made their way with Thanksgiving greetings, hugs, and outstretched arms. She loved and appreciated all of these folks—or at least most of them—but she wondered when the extra emotional support for the poor, pitiful widow and children would end.
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The mayor led the charge. Alongside him several city council members broke free from helping the restaurant owners. The employees set out dishes being carted in from various directions. Police officers and firefighters, who were bringing in the last chairs, greeted Levi and Laney with fist bumps and smiles. The two knew most of the first responders by name and vice versa.


“Let us help you,” the mayor offered after the lengthy pleasantries subsided.


“The kids are excited about wheeling the carts to the dessert table and unloading all the goodies, but you all are welcome to join us for the pie guessing game,” Noel stated, turning her attention to the mayor’s wife.


The woman’s face bubbled at the thought of the tradition. “Yes, let’s do,” she agreed.


The farmers’ market manager pointed Noel to the dessert table, and nearly everyone gathered around to ooh and aah.


Cornucopias decorated the tables, and Noel was glad to see dark tablecloths in case one of the kids or anyone else spilled food. Once they set out all the pies, the crowd of inquiring minds waited for the mayor’s wife to begin.


“Oh heavens, you all brought lots of unique pies this year,” she observed. The mayor stood beside his bride with bulging eyes. The two were regular customers, and Noel was almost certain the enthusiastic woman tasted every dessert ever made at the shop. The most informally formal person Noel ever met went on to point at each pie as she carefully thought and then called out the name: “Apple, pumpkin, pecan, sweet potato, butternut squash, lemon, chocolate silk, cranberry, coconut, and French silk.”


Those were all the ones she guessed correctly, Noel confirmed, and after several guesses at the remaining pies, she gave up.


“What’s that one?” the mayor asked, pointing.


“Maple syrup pie,” Noel answered.


The mayor rubbed his oversized belly. “You all stay away from this pie,” he warned the onlookers with a heavy grin. “It has my name written all over it.”


Laney gave the man the eye because he picked her favorite.


“Is that an oatmeal pie?” the farmers’ market manager asked.


“Sure is,” Mrs. Madelyn divulged.


“I haven’t seen one of those in years.”


Noel remembered her grandmother teaching her how to make that particular pie as a young child.


“And that one?” a city council member asked.


“Pumpkin cheesecake pie,” Noel revealed.
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