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      Eve Krindle  hailed a taxi at the small airport outside of Sweetstock. A petite woman got out and helped her load her bags into the trunk. A fresh layer of snow had blanketed the ground making everything glisten, but had caused the roads to become slick.

      “The roads were clear this morning,” The cab driver said, “But an afternoon snow kinda put the plow and salt guys a little behind schedule.” She looked in the review mirror at Eve. “Don’t you worry though, we have all this down to a fine art.”

      “I know. I grew up here.” Eve said as she looked at the badge on the dashboard and read the name Charlie. A picture of her and three kids was taped next to the badge. “Have you been driving a cab long, Charlie?”

      The woman chuckled. “Oh, I’m not Charlie. He’s my husband. He was sick today so I told him I’d fill in. That means he’s at home with the kids. They got out of school an hour ago, so I’m sure his resting for the day is over. My name is Laura.”

      “I’m sorry he’s sick, but it’s good that you two can help each other out.” A pang struck Eve in the heart thinking about having a marriage like that. She diverted her attention out the window as they drove through the gorgeous town she grew up in. It was like a picture postcard with all the Christmas lights and decorations. She looked back at Laura. “Do you have to work late tonight?”

      “No, this is the last run. I need to get home and tend to supper and the kid’s homework. At least I got a few fares today so that’ll keep us out of the red on the books.”

      The cab pulled up in front of the house. Laura got out to unload the bags and looked at the house. “Oh, I’ve always loved this place. It reminds me of my grandparents home.”

      Eve smiled, paid the cab fare and gave the woman a generous tip for unloading her bags onto the sidewalk.

      “Are you sure I can’t help you get these inside? This tip is too much for me to just leave you out here on your own.”

      “No, I’ll be fine. You get home to your family. And my daddy would be upset if I didn’t tip properly. You spend that on your kids and have a Merry Christmas.”

      The woman hugged her. “Thank you. I hope you have a blessed Christmas.” Eve watched the cab pull away from the curb before she turned to look at her beautiful childhood home. Her heart ached staring at the large, two-story, white house with black shutters on each window. She loved the Colonial style home and had longed for the days her kids would get to run through the halls and explore all the rooms, spending summers with their grandparents. She wiped the tears from her eyes that threatened to flood down her face. That dream was now shattered, along with her heart. Coming home for Christmas was bittersweet. The first Christmas her and her siblings would celebrate without their mother. She yearned to rush inside into her mother’s arms and be comforted. She felt lost in the world. Most of her life she’d dreamed about getting married and raising children in her hometown. Her new reality was she’d spend this Christmas healing her broken heart and preparing to start her career, a career she’d only wanted part-time. She wanted the majority of her time devoted to her husband and home, until the children came and then she’d leave the work world and become a full time homemaker. That dream was now dead.

      Her mother had passed away at the beginning of summer and would never get to enjoy having more grandkids. Another tear ran down her cheek as she thought about how everything was changing. At least she still had the rest of her family, three brothers, five sisters and her father.

      Eve trudged up the steps, with oversized luggage in each hand, just as her youngest sister, Holly, flung the door open and grabbed her into an embrace. “Oh my gosh! I didn’t expect you so early. Did you get an earlier flight?” She asked as she scanned the empty yard, “And where’s Brad? I thought he was coming?”

      Eve dropped her bags and put her arms around her sister. “We broke up.” The words came out just above a whisper.

      Holly pulled away and ran her hands up and down Eve’s arms. “Let’s grab some coffee and you can tell me what happened.” She grabbed one of Eve’s suitcases before turning to head inside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Holly sat a cup of coffee on the counter for Eve. “So, tell me, when did you and Brad break up?”

      Eve’s mind wandered as she thought about the question and how to respond. Holly was the youngest of the family and would be graduating high school in the summer. In recent years, she’d been like an only child, with everyone else out working on their own lives. This gave her a lot of one-on-one time with their parents, and she’d been the one to step up and help take care of their mother when her health began to fail. Eve smiled at how well Holly had adjusted and felt comfortable in the kitchen, the experience had matured her baby sister. She looked around the large kitchen. Nostalgia washed over her remembering how all her siblings used to pile up in this room while their mother cooked dinner. It was large with the cooking area on one end and the dining area on the other with two large picnic tables end to end to accommodate the large family and the many friends each child brought home on a regular basis. The cabinets were basic white with black hardware, very elegant looking to her. The center island was for food prep and had several stools around to sit without having to use the tables for a small meal or snack. The floor was a sandstone color. Her mother used to joke about how much dirt it would hide and had picked that particular color and pattern for that reason. She looked towards the dining area to the large tables. Ten people could easily sit at each one. As kids, they did homework around those tables, had their afternoon snacks there and even played many hours of board games. They’d had the perfect childhood. Her heart sank wondering if she’d ever have that with a family of her own. She turned to look at Holly, realizing she’d been silent too long as Holly waited patiently for a reply. “Two months ago. I haven’t wanted to tell anyone.”

      “What happened? You two have been together for over two years.”

      “I found out he was cheating on me and using my brain,” she made quote marks in the air, “to pass his classes.”

      “Oh no. I never would have thought that about Brad. He seemed like a nice guy.”

      “I was shocked too, but what’s even more shocking is that he cheated on me the whole time.”

      Holly choked on the coffee she was sipping. “That dirty dog. How did you find out?” She asked through coughing sounds as she grabbed a napkin.

      “I met another student at a study group. She was going on and on about her boyfriend, but had to keep it secret because he had a girlfriend who was a complete flake and would freak out if he broke up with her.” She took in a deep breath, “By the end of the night we realized it was Brad and I was the flaky girlfriend. So, I started digging around and found a couple more girls he’d been seeing over the last two years.”

      Holly put her arms around Eve, “I’m so sorry. I can’t imagine how hard that must be on you.”

      “It is, but I’m going to spend Christmas letting things go and then I’m moving forward with my career…full time.”

      “But you wanted to move back here and eventually start a family.”

      Eve stood up to refill her coffee, “I can’t very well do that without a husband, can I?”

      “I guess not. But there’s someone out there for you.”

      Eve chuckled. “Enough about me. How are you holding up with all that’s happened since Mom died?”

      Holly sat down on the stool. “It’s been hard. I want to have a Christmas that Mom would be proud of. I wanted to go off to college, but I need to stay here and keep working.”

      “Don’t you have a college fund?”

      Holly looked down at the floor.

      “What’s wrong, Holly? Spill it.”

      “Well, we used my college fund for Mom’s care. It wasn’t enough so Dad took out a loan on the house. He’s worked his fingers to the bone to keep this place, but it’s not enough. If I don’t pitch in we could lose this house.”

      Eve sank onto the stool next to Holly. She couldn’t imagine losing her childhood home. Maybe her dream of raising a family here was gone, but they couldn’t lose their home. The place where they all returned for holidays and when the world seemed too big to tackle. “I wish you had told us. What can we do to help?”

      Holly’s face lightened up as she placed her hand on Eve’s, “We can have a nice Christmas. I still have to get the decorations out of the attic and plan the meals.”

      “I’m not much of a cook, unless you’re feeding a small army, but I can haul stuff out of the attic.”

      “Jack has invited a bunch of friends, as usual, so the guys can haul it down and we’ll do the decorating.”

      Eve rolled her eyes. Just what she needed, a bunch of strange men around for Christmas, all acting like idiots, typical of Jack’s friends. “I’m really not in the mood for a testosterone overload this time.”

      “I know, but it’ll be fine. Half of his friends never show up anyway.” She said, giggling at Eve.

      The doorbell chirped. Holly raised her eyebrows, “I wonder who that is? I’ll get it, you just sit here and relax for a bit.”

      

      Eve heard voices getting closer to the kitchen. She turned as Holly walked in with a man. “This is Jack’s friend Kyle. He’s in for the Wassail weekend.” She said as she headed to the cabinet for a coffee cup. “This is my older sister, Eve.”

      Eve stood to shake his hand. A tingle went through her arm as she looked up into deep azure eyes. “Nice to meet you.” She stammered the words out before retracting her arm. She whirled around to return to her seat and noted the smile on Holly’s face. She  rolled her eyes at Holly before turning towards the gorgeous man again. Had Holly seen the reaction when her and Kyle touched? Surely not. Besides, she wasn’t interested in him, or any other man right now. She had to get over Brad and then move on with her life. It was probably just static electricity she felt when he took her hand. She finished the last bit of her coffee and put her cup in the sink. “I need to get settled in. I think I’ll take my luggage up to my room and get unpacked.” She smiled at Holly and nodded her head towards Kyle.
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