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      Holiday Heart Wishes is for my daughters, Megan and Emily, who always find a way to be home for the holidays making my heart wish come true.
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      Visibility was down to zero. What made Vera think driving home tonight was the best idea? She hunched closer to the steering wheel, trying to peer through the blanket of snow. A better plan would have been to wait until morning, when at least she could see. But when the going gets tough, the only place she wanted to go was home.  With her bags packed in the trunk and her sweet rescue pup, Mollie, riding shotgun, she should be home in less than a half hour.

      Up ahead, there was a dark mound on the shoulder of the road. Oh shoot. It was a truck and the hood was up. She slowed, not that she was going fast; it was more like a gentle glide to a stop. She pressed the passenger window button and it slid down. Snow fell inside and Mollie blinked at her.

      “Hey, are you okay?”

      A dark-haired hunk appeared from under the hood. He held up his hand in greeting.

      His smile was slow and easy, which gave her heart an unexpected flutter.

      “Thanks for stopping. I figured I’d be out here all night and turn into a popsicle.”

      Mollie’s tail began to thump against the seat. She was never this excited with strangers. This guy was definitely someone she would like to have met back in the city.

      He leaned into the window. “I’m Tony Barbee.”

      She gave a little wave. “Nice to meet you. I’m Vera.”

      “Any chance you can give me a lift into Dickens? I think my alternator is dead. I’ve got no power.”

      She looked into the blinding snow ahead of her. She couldn’t just agree to pluck a stranger from the side of the road on a dark and wintry night.

      “Hey, I get it. Strange guy. Not the best of ideas.” He took a step back. “Any chance you could call a tow truck? My cell died too.”

      “Sounds like you’re having a tough day.” She gave him a tentative smile; she knew how that felt. “I’ll do one better. What if I park behind you and wait while the truck comes? This way, you won’t get hit from behind. Take it from me, your truck is virtually invisible until you’re right on top of it.”

      He gave her a snow-melting smile. “That sounds great. Thanks.” He pointed to his truck. “I’m gonna wait in there. No sense getting even more covered with snow.”

      She called the Dickens Police Department and the dispatcher said someone would be out soon. After backing her car up, Vera waited in its warmth, flashers on. Mollie, her goofy retriever mix, looked at her from her comfy plush bed in the passenger seat as if to say they were warm but what about the other guy?

      “I’m not going out there. You watch the news with me. It’s full of crazy people.” She shook her head.  Here she was having a conversation with her dog about a man who might be freezing in his truck. “We’ll give it ten minutes and if no one shows up to help, like the tow truck, I’ll invite him to get into the backseat.” She glanced at Mollie. “Acceptable?”

      The pup lay her head down on her paws and closed her eyes.

      “Easy for you to snooze. It’s a good thing Mom doesn’t know I’m coming tonight. Otherwise she’d be waiting up and fretting about me driving in this weather.”

      Vera adjusted the fan on the heater. It was cold out but inside her car, she was toasty warm. She did feel guilty about poor Tony sitting in a cold vehicle. She played a game on her phone and took note of the clock. It had been six minutes. Another couple and she’d offer to let Tony sit in her car. He looked like a trustworthy kind of guy.

      She played a word game this time. It took longer than solitaire. Just as she typed in the last few letters, blue lights strobed through the white flakes. They looked almost like blue flake ornaments on a Christmas tree.

      She eased down the window and was happy to see a familiar face, her mom’s neighbor.

      “Hello, Tom. Good to see you’re still keeping the roads of Dickens safe.”

      “Vera.” His eyes grew bright. “Your mother didn’t tell me you were coming in tonight.”

      “It’s a surprise.”

      “Any chance you’ll stay a little longer this trip? It’s been a long time since you’ve been home for more than a couple of days during the holiday.” He adjusted his blue knit cap under his cop hat.

      “I’m not sure.” She pointed to Tony, who stomped through the deepening snow.

      Tom stuck out his hand. “Well, if it isn’t old home week. Tony Barbee, good to see you again. Coming in to spend some time with your uncle?”

      “I am. But as you can see, I’m having a little engine trouble and my cell died, so this nice lady took pity on me and called you.”

      Tom leaned against her car. “Good thing she stopped. Not much traffic out here this time of night, especially in a snowstorm. Bad news: We probably won’t get the tow truck out here for a few hours.” He glanced at Tony. “I could drop you off, but I have to check out a few more roads before I head in.”

      “A ride-along sounds exciting.” A smile quirked his lips.

      “Sorry, for an official ride-along we’d have to fill out a bunch of paperwork ahead of time, but maybe Vera could drop you off in town at your uncle’s place.”

      Stammering, she said, “Tom, I don’t know about that.”

      “Tony’s harmless.” With a chuckle, he said, “As long as he’s not banging on his keys. He’s a ruthless newspaper reporter with a keen eye on the truth.” He tapped the door. “Besides, I’ll check for your car in your mom’s driveway and if it’s not there, I’ll come looking for you.”

      Inwardly she groaned. Tom was right. Tony seemed harmless and they knew each other. She looked at Mollie snoozing on the passenger seat.

      “Come on girl, hop in the back. We’ve got a passenger.”

      Tony’s face lit up. “Thanks, Vera.” He jogged back to his truck and opened the door and withdrew a large duffel bag. Then he dropped the hood of his truck and positioned two flares in the snow that Tom had given him.

      Tom said, “I’ll have the truck towed to the garage. You can check on it tomorrow.”

      Tony stuck out his hand and shook Tom’s. “Good to see you again.”

      “I expect we’ll be bumping into each other.” He gave Vera a smile. “Drive safe.”

      She popped her trunk so Tony could stow his bag. He slammed it shut. Vera tossed the dog bed in back and he got into the passenger seat. Rubbing his hands together, he grinned. “That heat feels good.”

      “Sorry if you think I was rude not asking you to wait in the car but,” using air quotes, she said, “stranger danger.”

      “No worries. My mom did the same thing to me. Tom vouched for me, so we’re all good.”

      She clicked off her hazard lights and eased back onto where the road should be if she could have seen it. “It’s going to be slow going. I have snow tires, but the way it’s coming down, we’re just going to take our time.”

      He pointed over his shoulder. “What’s your pup’s name?”

      “That’s my protector, Mollie.” She laughed as the dog’s gentle snoring filled the car. “She must not view you as a threat since she’s sleeping right through this part of our adventure. In her defense, she’s getting up there in years and I swear she’s got a little cat mixed into her DNA. She can sleep most of the day away. Unless of course there are cookies involved.”

      The snoring stopped and her head popped up. She sneezed.

      Vera and Tony laughed.

      “Is that her way of saying you mentioned one of my favorite things?”

      “How’d you guess?”

      “Growing up, my uncle had dogs, and they were trained to sneeze when they were ready for a cookie. At first he thought it was funny until every time someone was near the dog’s cookie jar, they’d start sneezing. I’m not sure how he stopped it.”

      “Your uncle sounds like he loved his pups.”

      “He did. I don’t think he has one now. He recently moved into a new place.”

      “Speaking of which, what’s his address?”

      He held up his dead phone. “No idea. If you don’t mind, just drop me at the town motel and I’ll call him in the morning.”

      She looked his way. “Nonsense. You can stay on my mom’s couch. I’d offer you the guest room, but she recently took in a roommate. She said she was tired of talking to an empty house. I haven’t met her yet but I’m sure she’s a nice lady.”

      “That’s funny since my uncle just moved too. Looks like there is a lot of real estate transactions happening in Dickens. I don’t want to be any trouble, so the motel is just fine.”

      “Tom said you were a good guy, so unless you have objections to sleeping on a couch, you’re welcome to stay until we can get your truck in the morning.”

      “Thanks. I’ll take you up on the offer.”

      They drove through downtown. The old-fashioned streetlamps were decked out with garlands and white twinkle lights. The gazebo in the village green housed a small Christmas tree and more garland draped around the white wood sides. But it was the enormous tree that was a showstopper. It was a scene right out of a Norman Rockwell painting. Every shop sported decorations.

      “It’s magical,” she breathed and slowed to a stop in front of the large lit Christmas tree. She closed her eyes and wished with all her heart that she’d find a new direction while she was in her hometown. When she opened them, she noticed Tony also had his eyes closed. Was he making a wish too?

      His eyelashes fluttered and he gave her a sheepish smile. “Don’t laugh, but ever since I was a kid, when I saw this tree, I’d close my eyes and make my Christmas wish.”

      She placed a hand on her chest. “Me too. But why don’t I remember you?”

      “I went to private school so I was only here for holiday breaks with my uncle, and in summer I was at camp. Trust me. If we had met before, I would have remembered you, Vera—?”

      She stuck out her hand. “Davis. I’m Vera Davis.”

      A flash of recognition seemed to flit across his face, but he didn’t speak. She took her foot off the brake and drove the short distance to her mom’s house.

      As she parked in the snow-filled driveway, her heart ached just a little. It had been too long since she had been home.

      “Ready to go inside?”

      He peered through the windshield. “Great house.” He pushed open the door and Mollie stretched on the backseat, then proceeded to squeeze between Tony and the dashboard to be the first one out of the car.

      She frolicked in the snow, sticking her nose in and tossing little triangles of white stuff off in the air.

      Vera pulled her bag from the trunk and waited for Tony to do the same. She remarked, “Someone’s happy to be here.”

      The front porch light flicked on. The snow-covered steps were humps leading to the oversized green door, and a wreath with a burgundy bow filled its width.

      “I wonder if Tom called my mother and let her know we were on the way.” She trudged through the snow and whistled for Mollie to follow. Tony trailed behind.

      The front door opened.

      “Mom.” Her jaw dropped.

      “Uncle Frank?” Tony said.
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