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This felt right, this felt good, and I realized just how much I had missed the feel of a man's strong arms around me, holding me tight. Yes, we had a lot to learn about each other and had agreed to take it slow, but I had a good feeling about him.

“Jeannie, I know this is too soon, and we don’t know how this will turn out, but I think I fell in love with you the first moment I saw you.”
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“Mom, Mom! Come and look,” Joel, the youngest of my two boys, screamed from the living room. I peeked out the kitchen window where I had been cleaning up after my marathon baking session. I’d started the Christmas cooking early because my mom was still in the hospital, and although we hoped she’d be released soon, we didn’t know when it would happen. 

Joel called again, because he hated being ignored. I knew what had gotten him so excited, but as ever, I felt drawn into his loud enthusiasm.

“Look, it’s snowing.” He pointed at the few fine flakes which cascaded from the sky although they had barely settled on the ground.

"It always snows here at Christmas." I smiled as I knelt on the living room couch and peered out through the large bay window with him. Joel was seven, and everything excited him. He was just that kind of boy. He could be clumsy, noisy and usually spoke before he thought, but he never meant any harm by it.

Brody, his older brother, lounged on the opposite couch, his knees  drawn up and his eyes closed as he listened to the latest ‘in’ band. I didn’t try to keep up with his raucous music choices. At fourteen, he’d been the most affected by our recent move. And even though he thought he knew it all, he didn’t understand the reasons I had taken them away from their father. I consoled myself that two weeks wasn’t sufficient time for any of us to settle in properly. I just had to give him enough time and space to come around to the idea.

“It might not settle today, boy.” My dad poked his head around the door, a wry smile on his face. “But you just wait until the end of the week. We’ll be knee-high in the stuff.”

“Knee-high?” Joel mused, his lips curling upward in anticipation. “Will it be enough to make a snowman, Gramps?”

“Enough to build a family of them.” My dad chuckled with a secret wink in my direction. Despite his complaints about the cold making his bones ache, I knew he’d be the first one out in the front yard building said snowmen. “Maybe Brody will leave that couch and help us.”

“He won’t.” Joel’s excitement faded and his smile dropped. “He’s angry because he doesn’t want to live here.”

I glanced up into Dad’s face, my brows creasing as I grimaced. I hadn’t wanted him to know about Brody’s reluctance, but I couldn’t hide it now. I mouthed an apology, but Dad simply shrugged. He’d helped Mom raised four boys and me. I didn’t think there was much that surprised him. 

“Your brother needs time to come to terms with all the changes,” Dad said, echoing my thoughts. He didn’t seem perturbed by Joel’s outburst. “You wait and see.”

****
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I LAY ON MY BED A FEW hours later in the small attic room. The boys slept in my old bedroom because it was the bigger room and I didn't need as much space as them. Mom and Dad had claimed the largest bedroom once the last of my brothers had moved out. The spare bedroom had become the ‘left-over room’ which housed our childhood toys and the items we’d left behind when we all married and left home. Occasionally, one of my brothers would collect a favored toy for one of their children, but most gathered dust. I’d told Dad I would help him go through them during the holiday break. It’d be good to revisit pleasant childhood memories although I didn’t think either of my boys would be interested in my girly toys.

I’d left most of my personal belongings in the marital home, promising myself I’d collect them later, although I had no intention of ever going back. I didn’t want to see Matt’s patronizing expression or to hear another of his belittling lectures about where a wife should work and how her home should be her world. I had loved being at home with the boys, but once both were thriving at school, I’d begun to get bored at home on my own. 

Suggestions that I return to teaching were met with ridicule when Matt first thought I would give up on the idea. When I started investigating positions in local schools, his jokes turned to derision, and he did everything to deter me. He didn’t want me working. I didn’t need to. He earned enough money to keep us in a comfortable lifestyle. He didn’t understand how I needed to stretch my brain and feel useful again. He didn’t want to know and refused to discuss it further. 

It didn’t take long to discover the actual reason for him to expect me to remain at home. It had nothing to do with his unsocial working hours, although working as a doctor was excuse enough. I’d popped into the hospital where he worked only to find out that he’d taken a few days leave. I thought they must be mistaken until I spoke to Janis, his secretary. She accidentally spilled the beans, naming the woman who had become close to him.

Her name was Krystal, a local intern and beautiful by all accounts. She and my husband had become firm friends over the brief time she’d worked in the same department. She happened to be off for the same few days too. I didn’t think it was a coincidence.

I shook my head against the soft pillow. I didn’t want to think of that night when he returned home at the same time as usual. I’d looked out for his car, listened for his key in the door, but he didn’t look any different, he didn’t smell of her perfume, and he had no idea that I suspected him of any wrongdoing. However, there was something different about him, something I noticed straight away. He looked happy and content—something I’d not seen for a long while.

I rose from the bed and leaned on the wide wooden window sill. I wiped the glass with one hand and pressed my nose against its chilled surface. A soft smile covered my lips. Joel would be so excited the next morning for the dark sky revealed a white curtain of snow floating down, and this time it covered the ground with its frosty carpet.

He was easy to please, whereas Brody seemed to be his father’s double in looks and temperament. Joel would be out in the front yard as soon as I’d let him, building his snowman and piling a collection of snowballs in one corner of the garden ready for the ‘war of snow’ he’d be sure to initiate.

Brody, if he left his room, would collapse on the couch, complaining his life was over and sulking beneath his headphones with his music blaring. I knew he did it only- so he didn’t have to take any notice of me, a typical Matt approach. Brody loved his gramps though, and maybe even if I couldn’t get through to him,  my dad might. I could only hope.
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