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      Lulu

      “How much longer?” Heath asked as soon as I connected his incoming call to the car stereo. No hello, heaven forbid. No time for niceties. Cut to the chase. That’s Heath for ya!

      “Hi, Uncle Heath!” Izzy yelled from her spot in the backseat. Heath chuckled through the speakers.

      “Hey Dizzy! Gran told me we have to save you some cookies. I don’t know if I can wait much longer. You gonna be here soon?”

      “Daddy already ate two!” one of his boys called out in the background.

      “You aren’t supposed to tell on Daddy!” Heath must’ve tickled his son because laughter filled the car. I couldn’t help but smile. I missed laughter. There hasn’t been enough of it lately. “Dizzy, where are you? Still on the highway, I’m assuming. Your mom drives sooooo slow.” He dragged his words out exaggeratedly. My brother the joker. My daughter giggled.

      “I woke up and saw the big trees,” Izzy called back. “Momma, does that mean we’ll be there soon?”

      “Soon, but I don’t know if it’ll be soon enough to stop Uncle Heath from eating too many cookies. He’s been the cookie thief my whole life.”

      “I probably won’t save you any, Lulu, but I’ll save some for the angel.”

      “Thanks, big brother.” His laughter comforted me. It was one of the things that helped ease the pain and loneliness of the past six months.

      “Drive slow with that trailer hooked up. Ma said there was a nasty downpour yesterday. Stay off the dirt.”

      “Wasn’t planning to go mudding tonight.”

      “You’re prone to do some crazy things, Lulu.”

      Not anymore. Not for the past six months at least.

      “Ooh, Momma look at all the lights.” My first thoughts were the Christmas lights. It’s Deer Valley; every house in town is covered with Christmas lights. However, we weren’t far enough into town to see the houses yet. Izzy was talking about the lights up ahead, the emergency lights.

      Two minutes later we rolled to a stop in a short line of cars.

      “Momma, is that the policeman?”

      “It is. Looks like someone got in an accident.” The tow truck was already pulling away from the scene, a car on its flatbed. An officer walked up to the first car and spoke to the driver. A few seconds later they were driving away. He waved the next vehicle forward and did the same. Three more to go.

      I watched the officer approach each vehicle with a smile. His hat was low, and his head was down, but there was still familiarity in the stance. The way his long arms reached forward to lean on the window of the car as he bent to speak to the driver. Even though his jacket was on, I was sure his arms were still strong. His height. I’d had that memorized. Especially if he stood next to me. I knew exactly where his hand would land when he reached out to me.

      But that was long ago.

      I crept forward again. One more car and he’d be at my window. Another officer joined him, speaking to him for a moment before walking in our direction.

      Merry Christmas to me, I thought solemnly as the second officer instructed me to put my window down. “Evenin’ ma’am.” He pinched the bill of his hat and inclined his head. He had to be local, but he didn’t look familiar. Maybe he was a few years older than me. “Merry Christmas.”

      “Merry Christmas,” I told him, trying to see the other officer as he walked away. He walked like he didn’t have a care in the world.

      “Just wanted to warn you that there’s an injured deer out there. Be careful. It’s getting cold and we just had a bit of rain. Might be some ice slicks.”

      “Noted,” I said. “Just headed about two miles in. Extra careful with the precious cargo in the backseat.”

      “Merry Christmas!” Izzy sang to him. He smiled warmly and stepped back.

      “Merry Christmas, young lady. Have a nice evening, ma’am.”

      “You too. Merry Christmas.” I crept forward.

      As we neared the other officer, he removed his cap and rubbed his hand over the top of his head. His hair was still short; he had never let it grow out.

      “Momma, tell him Merry Christmas too,” Izzy said. I put her window down and she yelled out, “Merry Christmas, policeman!” He looked up with a smile. A smile I used to picture every night before bed.

      “Merry Christmas!” he called back, with a wave.

      Mere minutes later, Izzy kicked her feet between the two front seats. “Are we here, Momma?” I put the vehicle in park for the final time today and closed my eyes for a moment. A moment too long for my daughter. “Momma? Can I buckle?”

      “Sorry, baby, Momma’s tired. Yes. We’re here. Let’s unbuckle.” I reached between the seats and pressed the button; thankful she hadn’t yet developed the strength to unbutton it on her own. As soon as the latch released, my child was out of her seat and in the front passenger seat.

      “Let’s go see Gran, Momma.” I smiled at her. My dear sweet, innocent child. She had a nap not too long ago. I, on the other hand, had driven us across multiple state lines over the last few days. I wanted to sleep. Seeing JJ after all these years- how sexy he still was- that didn’t help. I’d heard he settled down and had a baby. His wife was one lucky lady.

      “Let’s go see Gran,” I agreed with my daughter, adding a deep sigh. I could use a hug from my own momma.

      The door opened before we even got close, which meant Heath had been watching for me. I shouldn’t have expected anything less. “Baby sis!” His voice felt like home.

      “Uncle Heath!” Izzy squealed, running away from me and straight into his arms.

      “Dizzy Izzy!” He picked her up and swung her around. “Lulu,” he said as I neared at a much slower pace. Propping Izzy on one side, he held his other arm out to pull me to him. “Welcome home.”

      “Good to see you.” With his arm still wrapped around my shoulders, Heath led us inside.

      “Did you flatten Momma’s tire so you could play in the snow?” Heath asked Izzy, tickling her stomach. I took the reprieve of my brother’s heavy arm to turn and shut the door behind us. “You didn’t even invite me.” Izzy’s giggle filled the room.

      “There was no snow,” she told him through her laughter. “Stop it!” She laughed harder.

      “Get her, Daddy!” I turned to see Heath’s boys jumping around at his feet.

      “I got her, you guys go get Auntie Lulu.” I barely had time to drop my keys in the dish by the door before two twin preschoolers barreled my way.

      “Auntie Lulu!” they both squealed. Instead of attacking me, like their father insisted, Hayden and Hunter wrapped their tiny arms around my chubby thighs and held tight. Looking up at me with wide smiles, I tried lifting one leg, laughing when I failed so hard that we all began to topple. “We got her,” they yelled in unison.

      “Good job boys!” Heath raced over as I inelegantly fell onto my side, careful not to hurt my nephews. He put Izzy on my chest and covered her body with his. “Boys rule!”

      “Oh boy,” Ma said from somewhere in the background. “I’m in for it until you all find your own homes, aren’t I?”

      I laughed. It was good to be home.

    

  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



