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      Staring at a blank screen on her laptop had resulted in next to nothing, even though Olivia Kensington had been doing so for nearly an hour, and despite attempting to eliminate every distraction possible, the words just wouldn’t come. With a sigh of frustration, she ran her hand through her long blonde hair and slammed her MacBook Air closed. Clearly, nothing was happening right now, no matter how hard she attempted to summon her muse.

      The noises from downstairs were certainly part of the problem. Even though her office was situated in the back corner of the second story, she could still hear laughter coming from the back of the house—likely her mother and sister in the kitchen, her nieces and maybe her brother’s girlfriend, too. Olivia had tried earbuds, but all those did was make her ears sore, and turning her favorite Pandora station up had only caused her to hum along to the tunes without writing a single word.

      With another sigh, she stood and crossed to the picture window that looked out on the back yard. A light snow had fallen earlier that morning, bringing the total for December to nearly three inches, though some of it had melted away when the sun peeked out from time to time. Still, the snowman her nieces, Ruby and Paisley, had made yesterday was still waving at her from just in front of her parents’ house, which had originally been intended to be a guest house, but they’d moved in when she purchased the place last year. She loved having them so nearby, but it also meant whenever real guests came to visit, they stayed in Olivia’s home with her.

      Normally, that wouldn’t bother her either, but with a deadline looming and only four chapters written in her novel, having her sister’s family and her younger brother and his girlfriend here meant extra noise—all the time--and she just wasn’t getting anything accomplished.

      Her house was large and sat on almost five acres. There were plenty of guest rooms, which had been one of her reasons for choosing it—that and the old Colonial had always spoken to her, even when she was a small child. She’d always said she’d buy it someday. That someday had come after the success of her first novel. Love in the Wind, the first book in her Virginia Sweethearts series, had done phenomenally well, making her a best-selling author and one of those “overnight” success stories people were always reading about in the papers. Of course, they didn’t see the stack of rejection letters the same book had received or the pile of manuscripts that never got picked up by an agent, or the files on her computer of novels that never quite got finished. If overnight meant six years of hard work, doubt, and nearly giving up more times than she could count, then, yes, Olivia was an overnight success.

      When she’d purchased the home, her friends had asked why she needed something so spacious, and she didn’t really have an answer. She’d just always wanted to live in this house. It worked out well that her parents were looking to sell their Greek Revival. It had gotten away from her dad, Roger, over the years. The house she grew up in was large and even older than this home. Her parents had moved into the guest house before they’d even sold her childhood home, but they were both happy when an architect moved into it during the summer, promising to restore it to its former glory.

      Now, her parents had a much more suitable residence, and they were right next door should she ever need them. Roger had retired from a local cable company recently, and her mother, Irene, who used to be a hospice nurse before her knees began to give out on her, was happy to have him home. They spent most of their time in the garden when weather permitted, but when they weren’t working outside, most days, they were at Olivia’s—just visiting a spell. That was usually fine, but now, it seemed like the entire population of Charles Town was downstairs, and Olivia knew she wasn’t going to meet her word count goal—again—today.

      The sun wasn’t quite beginning to set, and a glimpse at the clock on the wall told her it was just past 4:00. She’d been “working” through lunch, and a rumble in her stomach helped her to decide now was the time to try working outside of the home. Grabbing her laptop, she went down the hall to her bedroom and threw on a heavier sweater and some UGGs. She checked her hair in the mirror above her dresser and decided to run her hairbrush through it a few times before she headed down the stairs. Maybe a change in scenery would do her some good.

      By the time she reached the bottom of the stairs, she knew what all the noise was. The clanking of pots and pans from the kitchen told her that her mother was whipping up some concoction with the littles. She decided to peek her head in and see what was going on. Walking past her dad and her brother-in-law, Cliff, sitting on the couch watching a sporting event of some sort, she heard the roar of the crowd but couldn’t see the screen and didn’t care to stop and check it out. Olivia had never been that interested in college or professional sports.

      Stepping into her kitchen, she took a deep breath and held it. There seemed to be a coating of flour everywhere. Even the ceiling had something white and powdery on it in patches. A gooey liquid dripped from one corner of the new granite counter tops she’d had installed during the remodel—the perfect ones she’d had shipped from New Hampshire—and there was enough dirty bake ware in her sink to rival the bakery downtown on a busy day. “Mom, what’s going on?” she asked, attempting to keep her voice even and calm. “Did a cookie factory explode in here?”

      “Oh, Olivia, I’m so sorry,” Irene began, a smile spreading across her kind, bespectacled face. “I was just showing the girls how we can make our own gingerbread instead of buying one of those expensive kits from the store.”

      “I told mom we didn’t mind purchasing the one that already had everything,” Olivia’s sister, Fiona, said, shaking her head. Fiona was the oldest sibling, and she looked a lot like Olivia, though she was a bit curvier and at least two inches shorter at five-six. She had her father’s green eyes, too, whereas Olivia got Irene’s blue ones, as did their younger brother Brett. Fiona was a teacher, but she got a few weeks off during the holidays, and she and Cliff had driven down from Baltimore the night before in time for the Charles Town Christmas Parade. They planned on staying until after New Year’s, which would’ve been just fine—if it wasn’t for the book.

      “Aunt Olivia!” Ruby shouted, “come look!” Olivia hesitated to approach the island where the girls were stirring something that looked way too thin to ever turn into gingerbread. She was afraid it might splatter the sweater she’d just put on, but she loved the little girls, so she cautiously took a few steps forward.

      “Look!” Paisley, who was a kindergartner, and three years younger than her sister, also insisted.

      “You are both doing a fabulous job!” Olivia said with a smile. “You might need just a smidge more flour.”

      Irene looked over the rim of the two large bowls and nodded. “I think you might be right.”

      Olivia decided not to mention she was fairly certain adding more flour would not be the only thing they’d need to do. “Where are Brett and Kim?” she asked. Brett was a junior at Virginia Tech, and he’d brought his girlfriend Kim along with him this year because her parents were going to Hawaii. Olivia had agreed, only once her parents approved, since she had four spare bedrooms, which meant Kim would have a place to stay. She was a nice girl, but very quiet, and presently, that made her one of Olivia’s favorites.

      “They went into Winchester to do a little Christmas shopping,” Irene explained. She wiped her brow on her sleeve, making her graying hair dance around her crown a bit. “They promised to be back before dinner.”

      Olivia hadn’t even considered dinner. She’d likely be expected to feed all of these people. Her sister had only arrived the night before and had gone straight to the Christmas parade, so they’d eaten downtown. Her brother usually fended for himself. “Dinner… right,” she mumbled.

      “Don’t you worry. I’ve had a beef stew in the crockpot most of the afternoon,” Irene said with smile. “This might be your house, but it’s still my Christmas.” She gave her daughter a little wink, and Olivia instantly felt more relaxed. She knew her mother loved hosting a big family Christmas, and while that was fine with Olivia, it wasn’t her forte. She’d much rather leave that to her mom.

      “Good, thank you,” Olivia smiled. “I was actually going to go to Bishop’s for a while and see if I could get a little more work done.”

      “Oh, are we being too loud?” Fiona asked, wrapping her arms around her daughters’ shoulders as if that might create a cocoon of silence.

      “No, not at all,” Olivia lied. “I just… I need a change of scenery.”

      “Don’t you want to bake with us, Aunt Olivia?” Ruby asked, her green eyes beaming up at her aunt with the threat of dismal disappointment around the rims.

      It was tempting—not because Olivia liked to bake but because she really did want to spend time with her nieces while they were here. She didn’t get to see them nearly enough. Yet, she’d set a goal for herself to write at least 500 words today, which should’ve been achievable, and she really needed to do that first. “Maybe when I get back,” she said with a reassuring smile. “I don’t think it will take too long if I can just write this next scene.”

      “Well, I sure hope it’s a scene where Elliott and Margot finally get together,” Irene said, carrying a spatula over to the sink and dropping it in with a thunk. Olivia cringed, another reminder of why she normally didn’t let her mother use her kitchen.

      “Elliott?” Fiona questioned. “I think you mean Caleb.”

      “Caleb? Heavens, no,” Irene replied. “Elliott is the perfect man for Margot. Honestly, how can you choose Caleb over Elliott?”

      “Caleb is a natural leader. He gets the job done. Elliott is sweet and funny, I guess, but Caleb is the real man of the story.” Fiona crossed her arms against the bulky red sweater she wore, as if that would settle it once and for all.

      This was not an uncommon argument. It seemed everywhere she went, people felt compelled to tell her what should happen next in the series, and while Olivia was both flattered and humbled that so many people cared about the world she’d created, she couldn’t assure anyone of what might happen between Margot and the feuding gentlemen—because she didn’t know for sure herself.

      As her mother and sister continued to voice their opinions, she said, “I won’t be long,” and slowly backed toward the door that led to the garage, snatching her coat and purse off of the hook and her keys from the bowl on the little table next to the exit as she went. She was pretty sure that Paisley and Ruby were the only ones who noticed, and they both waved as she slipped out.

      A few moments later, Olivia backed her bright blue Cadillac ATS down the winding driveway. She waited for the gates she’d recently had installed to open and then checked to make sure no cars were coming before making her way onto the street, headed for downtown and Bishop’s Diner, where she was hopeful a different kind of noise would let her get some work done.

      It was a Saturday, and a lot had been going on downtown that day. She knew her sister had planned to take the girls to visit Santa Claus at the library, though she’d forgotten to ask how that went, and every time she’d wandered downtown in hopes of finding her muse recently, she’d noticed dozens more people than usual. She’d heard there was some sort of marketing campaign going on, possibly spearheaded by one of her friends from high school, Melody, a marketer who had recently moved back home from Chicago, but she couldn’t be sure. So, she expected a crowd when she neared the downtown area, and she found one. Even though most of the shops would be closing soon, tons of people were still milling about. It took her a few minutes to find a parking spot, and the one she pulled into was almost a block and a half away from Bishop’s. She only hoped there would be a corner booth in the back with her name on it.

      Bishop’s was locally owned, like most of the businesses in the downtown shopping area, and she’d known the family that ran the place her entire life. Growing up in Charles Town, Olivia knew just about everyone. Now, however, it seemed like half of the people she passed on the sidewalk were strangers, and Olivia wondered how many of them were here for the ambiance. It really was a quaint, cozy little downtown.

      The bell chimed over the door as she pushed her way in out of the crisp December air. It was busy, but not as crowded as she’d feared. She glanced around and saw that both of the booths in the back on the side she preferred were occupied already, one with a pair of older gentlemen who appeared to be sipping coffee and shooting the breeze, the other with a young couple and their two children, one of which looked—and sounded—as if she was ready for bed.

      Luckily, another booth was empty on the other side of the restaurant, and even though it wasn’t her preferred quiet corner, it would do.

      “Hey, Olivia!” Valerie, a waitress and one of her friends from high school, shouted from behind the counter. “Have a seat, and I’ll be right with you, hon!”

      Olivia smiled and gave her a little wave before she made her way down the aisle, trying to keep her head down as she went, hoping not to be recognized.

      “There she is!” a familiar voice shouted. “Hello, Olivia!”

      She looked up to see one of the women from her parents’ life group at church smiling at her. She couldn’t quite remember her name, but she stopped and smiled. “Good afternoon. How are you?”

      “I’m just wonderful,” that woman with bright orangey-red hair replied with a big grin. “I was just telling my friend from out of state here about how we even have a local celebrity in Charles Town now.”

      The other woman, who looked a bit more reserved, smiled behind her large rimmed glasses. “It’s lovely to meet you, Miss Kensington. I really enjoyed Love in the Wind.”

      “Thank you,” Olivia said with a polite nod. “Please, it’s Olivia.”

      “Now when are we going to get that sequel?” the church lady chuckled. “I’ve just got to know what happens next.”

      “Soon,” Olivia promised. Tapping her purse, she added, “I’m actually working on it right now.”

      “Oh, how lovely!” she replied. “I just cannot wait. I keep telling your mother—we go to church together,” she said to the other woman who nodded like she’d already heard that once or twice, “if Margot doesn’t choose Elliott, I just don’t know what I’ll do!”

      “Elliott? Really?” the other woman asked, and as they began a very familiar conversation, Olivia quietly dismissed herself and made her way to the booth, scooting all the way over to the window and hunkering down a bit in hopes that no one else would notice her.

      Once she was fairly certain the women had moved on to another topic, she pulled out her laptop and gingerly set it on the Formica tabletop. The diner had the feel of a ‘50s café that had been remodeled sometime around the ‘80s, the only true charm being the tables Mr. Bishop had decided to keep. Olivia used to love to trace her finger around the boomerang-shaped pattern as she waited for her cheese fries.

      Opening her laptop, she pulled up the first few chapters of the novel and stared at the blank screen again. There was definitely noise here, but it was slightly different, more like white noise created by the low drone from all the different patrons. She’d written parts of her first novel in the booth on the other side of the restaurant, the one where the two old men seemed to be gathering their belongings, and she thought she might run over to it as soon as they left in an attempt to jumpstart her brain. But that would mean passing back by the church lady, and she wasn’t sure she could take the chance.

      She did have an idea of what might happen next, though, and she thought if she could just get out one good sentence, maybe the words would start to flow. Fingertips poised on the keys, she determined precisely what to write next.

      “Sorry ‘bout the wait, hon,” Valerie said, dropping a napkin and a glass of water on the table near her laptop. “We are just so busy these days.”

      Olivia sighed and tried not to let her disappointment at being interrupted show in her face as she turned to look at Valerie. It wasn’t her fault she’d interjected just when Olivia was about to write her first sentence of the day. “No problem,” she said. “Can I just get a medium cheese fry? And water’s fine.”

      “You sure?” Valerie asked, not even bothering to write that down on the pad she had poised at the ready.

      “Yeah, Mom’s making stew. I just needed… a change of scenery.”

      “Must be hard to work with all those folks in your house. But it’s Saturday.”

      “I know,” Olivia said, running a hand through her hair. “I don’t normally write on the weekends, but I’m falling so far behind.”

      Valerie scrunched her lips to one side of her pretty face. “I thought I saw your sister last night after the parade and again this morning at the library. You weren’t with her.”

      Olivia shook her head. “I’m being an awful hostess.”

      Valerie took a look around, as if she was checking to see if other customers needed anything, and then slid into the booth across from Olivia. “Is everything okay, hon?”

      Closing the laptop so that she could see her friend’s face, Olivia shrugged. “I don’t know, Val. It seems like everyone has an opinion about what should happen next—except for me. I mean, I am pretty sure I know how this book will end, it’s just the getting there that’s taking forever.”

      “Can you skip ahead and write the ending and then come back?” Valerie offered.

      “I wish.” Olivia reached over and picked up the straw Valerie had set beside her water and began to take the paper off of it. She remembered shooting such wrappers across booths at this very friend innumerable times in high school, but she didn’t do that now. “Some people write that way. I’m not one of them.”

      Valerie nodded in understanding. “I don’t know how you’re going to get anything done over the holidays. It’s five days until Christmas.”

      “Don’t remind me,” Olivia said, crumpling the paper and plopping the straw into the glass.

      “Well, aren’t your parents going to Cabo for the New Year? Can you wait until then?”

      Her sister had bought her parents’ a vacation package as a Christmas-slash-retirement present for her dad, and Olivia wasn’t surprised that Valerie had heard. Her mother was so excited, she’d been telling everyone. “Yes, but Brett and his girlfriend will be at my house until they go back to school—which isn’t until after Martin Luther King, Jr. Day. And I’m pretty sure Fiona and the kids are staying until after New Year’s, too.”

      Valerie’s bottom lip protruded, as if she were a sad puppy. “Sorry.”

      “I’ve thought about going away for a week or two,” Olivia admitted, “to the mountains—where I can get some peace and quiet. I even almost called to make a reservation last week. But… I’m afraid my family will think I’m so rude if I do that.”

      The waitress seemed deep in thought for a moment. “Would that allow you to spend more time with your family now? Would they accept that trade-off?”

      “What do you mean?” Olivia asked, taking a sip of her water.

      “What if you told your family you were going to stay in a cabin after Christmas so that you could meet your deadline, but you wouldn’t write another word until you leave? They might accept that compromise if they know that they’ll have your undivided attention for the next few days, while all the holiday happenings are going on. You definitely don’t want to miss the Christmas Festival if you’ve already missed the parade.”

      Olivia carefully considered her friend’s advice. Those were the two main events everyone in Charles Town always turned out for, and even though Olivia wasn’t quite the Christmas fanatic her mother was, she couldn’t imagine missing the festival. It had been hard enough to sit at home last night knowing her sister and nieces were out watching the floats and cheering for Santa. She had tried to convince herself that the parade was for little kids and she wasn’t missing anything, but when she’d struggled to write even a couple dozen words the entire time they were gone, it had hurt her heart.

      “Hey, let me go get those cheese fries going, and I’ll come back and check on you,” Valerie said, tapping the table as she got up.

      “Thanks, Val,” Olivia said, still deep in thought. She knew Valerie was right; time with her family during the holidays was not something she could ever get back. Ruby and Paisley wouldn’t be little forever. Who knows what might happen when her brother got married. Maybe he’d move away and never come home at all.

      Her mind made up, Olivia flipped her laptop open again and turned her Wi-Fi back on, waiting for it to connect to the hotspot she had on her phone. She took another sip of her water, and once she was back online, she opened the tab she’d bookmarked last week. “Minter’s Cabins,” she mumbled under her breath. She flipped to the screen that showed availability, praying that the cabin her father used to take the whole family to after Christmas each year was still available.

      She typed in December 26 as the day she wanted to arrive and crossed her fingers. It took a moment for the site to load, and she impatiently tapped her fingers on the Formica. She had so many fond memories of Winter Woods, as she used to call it when she was a little girl, thinking Joe Minter, the man who owned the place, was named Joe Winter. It just made sense in her little girl mind, since they only went there when it was cold and snowy. There were several cabins, but the one they’d stayed at was near the stream that flowed through the property and it had a big porch that looked out over the water. She’d loved to sit there with her dad and look up at the stars, listening to the water rush by.

      Eventually, she was able to see that, unfortunately, the cabin she wanted was already occupied. “Darn it,” Olivia mumbled. She thought about giving up, taking it as a sign she just needed to stay home and force her way through the next fifteen to twenty chapters of her novel. But then, what Valerie had said about giving time to her family now so she could focus on her writing later made so much sense. Olivia checked to see if there were any other cabins available, and was happily surprised to see the one just behind her preferred cabin wasn’t booked. It was much smaller than the one she’d had in mind, but then, maybe that was a good thing. There wouldn’t be room for anyone to come and stay with her or take her mind off writing. With a small sigh of relief and the first genuine smile she’d worn in days, Olivia pulled out her credit card and started filling out the information. Surely, she’d find her solace, and her muse, in Winter Woods.
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      Sitting around the dinner table an hour or so later, Olivia waited for the perfect time to tell her family about her decision. Her mother’s beef stew had turned out better than she had expected, and the clanking of silverware against bowls was a sign she wasn’t the only one who thought so. She’d brought home a couple of pies from Bishop’s as dessert, and also as a way to make her announcement a little more acceptable—she hoped.

      She realized her time was limited when her father sat down his spoon and rubbed his belly with both hands as he arched his back. “Boy, Irene, that sure was good.”

      “You think so?” her mother gushed. “I guess watching all those cooking shows is starting to pay off.”

      “I don’t care how many of those shows I watch, I still can’t cook worth a darn,” Fiona chimed in.

      “Isn’t that the truth,” Cliff muttered and then gave her a playful grin, which didn’t prevent his wife from backhanding him on the shoulder.

      “I think it might be time for pie,” Irene said as the rest of the adults finished up, though the little girls were still munching on the grilled cheese sandwiches Granny had made for them when the beef stew looked “yucky.”

      “Before you do that,” Olivia said, pulling her half-standing mother back to the table with a clearing of her throat, “I have something I want to tell you all.”

      “Oh, my,” Fiona said, her eyes twinkling. “Did you meet someone?”

      Olivia’s nose immediately scrunched up. “Goodness, no.” A man was the last thing on her mind at this time in her life.

      “Is it about the book?” Irene asked, leaning over and grabbing her daughter’s arm. “Please tell me you have decided on Team Elliott.”

      Fighting the urge to pull her arm away, or roll her eyes, Olivia said, “Sorry, Mom. I’m not giving away any endings tonight either. But it does have to do with the book.” The sea of faces staring back at her made her stomach turn over. This was the quietest her house had been since her brother showed up a week ago, the only sound the chomping of crusty cheese from her nieces at the far end of the table.

      Olivia cleared her throat again. “I realize that I haven’t been very… attentive lately. I know some of you were disappointed that I couldn’t make it to the parade last night.”

      “All of us were,” Fiona mumbled.

      “And I missed out on gingerbread houses today.” The girls’ tilted their faces up for a moment, and the sadness in their eyes was evident. “So… I’ve decided to put my novel aside for the next five days and completely focus on my family.”

      “That’s wonderful,” Roger said, patting his middle child on the shoulder. “It’ll be nice to have our little Liv back.”

      She managed a smile at her father before she continued. “However, in order to make up for the time I’ve lost away from my book, I’ve decided to rent a cabin for a couple of weeks, some place away from all the distractions, where I can finally concentrate.”

      “Rent a cabin?” Brett asked, speaking up for the first time. “Where?”

      “In the Blue Ridge Mountains, where we used to go when we were little,” Olivia explained.

      Her brother was so young then, his expression showed that he didn’t quite remember, but he nodded slowly.

      “You’re going all the way up there?” Fiona asked. “When are you leaving?”

      “The day after Christmas,” Olivia replied. “The same day Mom and Dad head to the airport.”

      “But what about us?” Ruby asked.

      “Yeah, we’re supposed to be here for several days after that,” Cliff reminded her, scratching his head just above his receding hairline.

      “You can stay,” Olivia assured them. “All of you are more than welcome to stay as long as you’d like. But I have a deadline looming, and if I don’t get a rough draft to my agent by January 20, everything slows down. We won’t get it to the editor on time, production will be delayed, the publisher will be mad. And I already have my advance.” She had spent a lot of that money on the presents under the tree for these people, and while she had plenty in her bank account thanks to her first book, she wanted to keep everyone at the publishing house happy.

      Her mother let out a sigh. “I think sometimes we forget that there’s a lot more to being an author than just sitting in front of a computer and making up a story,” she reminded everyone.

      “That’s true,” Olivia shrugged. “I spent most of last year doing book signings and touring the country. I still have to do a lot of promotion and marketing myself, although it’s easier now than it used to be. But I try to answer all of the emails I get from fans, post to my blog, keep up with social media—all of that. So… yes, there is more to it.” She didn’t mention that she hadn’t actually written more than twenty thousand words this year and that the book she was supposed to be nearly finished with was only a few chapters long.

      “Well, we were really looking forward to spending New Year’s with you,” Fiona said, forcing a small smile, “but I think we can all understand what it’s like to have work deadlines.”

      “I can’t,” Ruby said, laughing, a bite of grilled cheese sticking out through the hole in the top of her mouth where a tooth was missing.

      “The rest of us can,” her father said, mussing her hair as everyone else giggled along with her. “If I miss a deadline at work, I get called into the boss’s office, and that’s never any fun.”

      “All right, Liv,” Roger said, patting her once more. “You go find some peace and quiet, and we’ll enjoy every minute of the holidays we have left with you before you go.”

      “Thanks, Dad,” Olivia responded, letting a breath go she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.

      “You used to love it out there,” he continued as Irene stood to go and fetch the pies from the kitchen. “We would sit on that porch and stare up at the stars, bundled in blankets, with a fire going in the pit. The river would just rush by. Sometimes there’d be little bits of ice in it. It was so still and serene.”

      Olivia could picture it now. Part of her was sad her father wouldn’t be there with her this time, but then, taking anyone with her would defeat the purpose. “I remember,” she said quietly.

      “It was always so cold,” Fiona chimed in, standing as if she might go help their mother, and shivering like she could feel it now.

      “I think I remember the bunk beds,” Brett nodded from his seat next to a silent Kim. “Why did we stop going out there?”

      Roger seemed to consider it for a moment. “I’m not sure.”

      “I remember,” Irene said, returning with one pie, Fiona carrying the other behind her. “We couldn’t get that cabin you really liked one year, and then, it sort of slipped away from us.”

      “That’s right,” Roger said, his chin resting in his hand. “I really did like that one cabin. Is that where you’re staying?” he asked, turning from his wife to Olivia.

      “No,” she said quietly. “I wanted to stay there, but it was already booked up. I’m staying in the one behind it.”

      “The little one?” Irene asked, cutting into the blueberry pie as Fiona returned to the kitchen to get saucers.

      “I think so,” Olivia said. “It’s just as well. Hopefully, I won’t see another soul the whole time I’m there. I don’t need much space when it’s just me.”

      “I’m sure ol’ Joe Minter will come and check on you,” Roger said as Irene handed him a slice of pie on one of the saucers from Fiona’s stack. He began to chuckle. “You used to call him Mr. Winter—remember?”

      “I do,” Olivia said, blushing. “We were always there in the winter, I just assumed it was Winter Woods.”

      Irene began to laugh as well. “I’d forgotten about that. I think even then you were making up stories, Liv. I think you were of the opinion ol’ Joe had some control over the weather.”

      Olivia didn’t quite remember that. “I don’t know. Maybe I thought he was Mr. Winter himself.”

      “Well, you be careful driving up in those mountains in that little car of yours,” Cliff warned as his wife slid a slice of pie in front of him. “If those roads are anything like the ones where I’m from, they can be pretty dangerous in the ice.”

      “I’ll be careful,” Olivia assured him, staring at her pie. He was from just up north a bit from where they were now, and most mountains were dangerous in the snow, she assumed. Luckily, the forecast wasn’t calling for any heavy snowfall. Hopefully, it would stay that way. “I’m glad all of you understand,” she added, taking a bite and remembering why Bishop’s pie was so popular. The crust seemed to melt in her mouth.

      “You know how important it is to us that you achieve your goals,” Irene said with a smile, her teeth slightly blue from the berries. “Besides, maybe once you get up there, you’ll realize that Margot can’t go on without Elliott.”

      Olivia opened her mouth to remind her mother she wasn’t discussing the plot at the dinner table, but before she could do so, Fiona spoke up, and before she knew it, the argument was on again. Shaking her head, she focused on her pie and tried to make herself invisible, glad to volunteer to help when her father said he’d get started on the dishes. She was pretty sure he was trying to escape before he was asked who he was rooting for.
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        * * *

      

      Christmas morning was always special, but having the little girls in the house made it even more so. Olivia sat on her sofa in soft new pajamas her mother had given her the night before—a Kensington Family tradition—sipping a cup of coffee as her nieces played with their new toys on the floor. Her dad was still marveling at the new fishing pole Fiona had picked out for him, and Brett was looking through the scrapbook Kim had made while Irene went off to start the cinnamon rolls. Soon, her entire house would smell like Pillsbury warm deliciousness.

      Dressed in matching pink plaid PJs with little snowmen on the front, Fiona dropped down next to her little sister, careful not to splash her drink. She put her arm around her. “Did you get everything you wanted, Sis?”

      “I did,” Olivia nodded. She hadn’t asked for much. She already had just about everything she could ever want. Except for eighty thousand perfectly formulated words….

      “Good.” Her sister lovingly stroked her hair, and Olivia patted her on the leg. At twenty-seven, Fiona was only two years older than her, and they had been close most of their lives, until Fiona went away to school in Maryland and met Cliff. Then, it had been a bit more difficult to keep up with each other. “Do you remember when that was us?” she asked, gesturing at her daughters with her head.

      “I do,” Olivia replied. Many a Christmas morning, they’d sat beneath the tree in their old house, comparing presents and playing with their dolls. Their brother would usually be beside them, though he’d have trucks or something like that. Her parents had always been able to provide a nice Christmas for their family, and Olivia realized her dad probably worked a lot of overtime to make sure his kids got practically everything they asked for.

      “It’s so nice, watching them play together. Christmas has always been special, but it’s something different once you have kids.”

      Olivia glanced over and saw tears in her sister’s eyes. “They are very sweet little girls. I’ve really enjoyed having them here. They had so much fun at the festival yesterday.”

      “They did. The pony rides and the caramel applies,” Fiona nodded. “And listening to the choir sing last night was… magical.”

      “I’m so glad you came down,” Olivia said, resting her head on her sister’s shoulder. “I miss you.”

      “I miss you, too,” Fiona replied, running her fingers through Olivia’s hair. “I pray that one day you will meet a man as good and hardworking as Cliff, that you’ll have a family, and then we can all spend Christmas together, just like this.”

      Olivia had no idea what brought that up. Perhaps it was just her sister’s emotions pulling at her heartstrings as she watched her little girls playing together. Perhaps it was the jewelry Cliff had gotten her. Or perhaps it was the fact that Olivia was twenty-five and had never had a serious relationship. Rather than remind her sister she was focused on her writing right now and didn’t care at all to think about finding Mr. Right, she quietly said, “Thank you.”

      “When you are out there in those mountains, I’m sure you’ll find plenty of time to pray. It would be lovely to have that sort of solace, to be that close to God’s creations, with no distractions.”

      Olivia sat up. “Are you a little jealous, Sis?” she asked, grinning.

      Fiona shrugged. “Maybe a little. I mean, this has been a wonderful vacation. I’ve been so blessed to have well-behaved children and a husband who pitches in around the house. But these two plus the twenty-two second graders I’ve got to return to in January, yeah, I guess I’m a little jealous.”

      They both giggled. “Well, I know it’s not the same, but I have at least that many voices in my head most days,” Olivia said. “I mean—my characters are constantly talking to me. So… maybe out there I’ll finally be able to tell what it is they’re wanting me to know. What it is they see happening next.”

      “I wish I was creative like you,” Fiona said. “I could never write or draw, or any of those things.”

      “You are an amazing teacher,” Olivia reminded her. “I could never do that.”

      “I guess we all have our strengths.”

      “And… you are a wonderful mother,” Olivia continued. “Those girls are well-behaved because they have excellent parents.”

      “Aw, thank you,” Fiona said, squeezing her sister tighter. “You will be too, someday.”

      “Maybe,” Olivia said, trying not to roll her eyes. “I don’t know.”

      “I do.”

      “That’s a long way off,” Olivia reminded her. “I don’t even have a boyfriend.”

      “That’s okay,” Fiona assured her. “God knows when the time is right. All things in His good timing.”

      Olivia nodded and forced a smile, trying to formulate a response. Just like the words to her novel, nothing would come out. Before she even opened her mouth, Fiona said, “I’m going to go help Mom,” and patted her sharply on the knee two times before standing.

      “Aunt Olivia, do you want to play?” Paisley asked, holding up the new American Girl doll Olivia had gotten her for Christmas. “You can be this one.”

      Olivia wasn’t much for playing dolls, or playing anything with little girls for that matter, but this was their big day, so she said, “Sure,” and slipped off the edge of the sofa to join them on the floor. “What’s her name?”

      “This is Tenney,” Paisley explained. “She’s a singer. From Tennessee.”

      “Tenney from Tennessee,” Olivia repeated, thinking to herself that seemed sort of silly, but she kept the comment in her head. “All right!” She took the doll in her hand and waited for Paisley to start a conversation with her other doll, hoping Tenney would know how to respond since she didn’t have a clue. For someone who made a living with words, she was feeling at a loss for them, and while most of what her sister said seemed way ahead of where she was in life, Olivia was hopeful that she would hear God’s voice while she was out there in the woods, particularly if He could lead her back to where she needed to be with her writing. Otherwise, she might just end up derailed or hitting a dead end.
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