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      Melody Murphy slid her way between boxes and antique furniture, careful not to bump or jostle anything as she made her way down the hallway to the attic door. The mess in the hallway was substantial, and even though she’d made it through about half of the collectibles and other treasures her father had stored in the extra bedrooms on the second floor of her parent’s Queen Anne Revival home, if she didn’t actually start moving them out of the hall, down the stairs, and to the antique shop, none of her hard work would be of any use.


      “Not today,” she said with a small smile as she finally reached the thick door at the end of the hallway. She nudged a nineteenth century school desk back with the toe of her slipper as she pulled the door open with a creak and waited for the waft of must and mildew to pass her by before she flipped the light switch at the bottom of the stairs. “Ah, the smell of memories,” she whispered, a phrase she’d heard her father say dozens of times, and pulling the door closed behind her, she made her way up the steep staircase.


      Sunlight filtered through the small window on the other side of the large room, though with so many boxes and stacks of decorations and other holiday themed collectibles, it would still have been difficult to see without the two single light bulbs that hung unadorned from the roof support beams that ran above her head. This antique space sat above the parlor and living area downstairs, so in theory, it should have been plenty big enough to store even more of her father’s treasures, but he insisted that only Christmas decorations and related items be stored here. This was his sacred collection, not to be interspersed among the pieces that would eventually find themselves in the antique store he owned in downtown Charles Town.


      “Had owned,” Melody mumbled, stopping to wipe a thin layer of dust from a box marked, “Lights.” Even though it had been nearly two years since her father had passed away, there wasn’t a day that went by that she didn’t miss him. The holidays were especially difficult, but there was one thing he had insisted she promise him, years ago, when she was still a little girl small enough to cuddle up on his lap. “Never forget the magic of Christmas,” she repeated, and even though the anniversary of his death had stolen a bit of the splendor, she intended to focus on the happy times when it came to celebrating her father’s favorite time of the year. She’d leave the regret and disassociation to other areas of her life.


      Melody carefully looked over the stacks of cardboard boxes, attempting to narrow down exactly what she would pull from the attic today and what might wait until closer to Christmas. One thing her father always insisted on was beginning to decorate on December 1. He said, “That’s when the magic happens,” and even though others might put up their tree the day after Thanksgiving, and some might wait until Christmas Eve, in the Murphy household, decorations began to appear on the mantels and sideboards precisely on the first day of December. That had been the case for the first twenty-four years of Melody’s life, and this year wouldn’t be any different.


      She decided to start with her father’s Santa collection—part of it anyway—and finding the box that had his favorites in it, she unwedged it from between a box of snowmen and an oversized foam candy cane he’d liked to prop by the main fireplace downstairs. She tested the box to make sure it wasn’t too heavy and then carefully made her way down the stairs. The weight was manageable; it was the bulky size that made it awkward, but with all of her recent antique hauling, shifting, moving, and redistributing, she’d managed to find some tricks to keeping herself balanced while carrying hard-to-manage loads.


      Fumbling for the door knob, she finally got it to open and turned the box so that it was out in the hallway. She stepped out and looked around for a place to set it down so she could secure the door and finally ended up using the school desk to prop it up on as she held it in place with her hip, afraid the slanted surface might result in a spill of Santas. She flipped the light switch off and pushed the door closed, but the latch didn’t click. “Old house. Old door. Why does nothing work?” she muttered to herself, giving it another try. Still, the door refused to close, and as Melody jiggled the handle, there was a popping sound, and before she knew it, she was holding the knob in her hand. A loud clank on the other side of the door let her know the other half was now resting at the foot of the stairs.


      “Seriously?” she asked to no one in particular, looking through the hole where the knob should be at the staircase she’d just descended.  “At least the door is closed now,” she continued, trying to get it open. It wouldn’t budge. “Great,” she looked at the knob in her hand.  If she was going to get any more decorating done, she’d have to go to the hardware store and find someone who could explain to her how to replace a door knob. Hiring a handyman at this point was absolutely out of the question.


      “At least I have the Santas,” she shrugged, and setting the door knob down on top of a box of carnival glass plates where she hoped she could find it again later, she collected the box of Santas and made her way through the maze back toward the stairs that led to the front of the house.


      Her parents, Sarah and Tim, had bought this house right before Melody was born. They’d grown up in Charles Town, and even though her father was a musician at heart, he also loved antiques, and since he’d never explored the possibility of supporting his family with his music, he carved out a living by selling his wares at his parent’s shop on the square, which eventually became his. Her mother had been an elementary school teacher in nearby Shepherdstown until she became pregnant with Melody and decided it would be better if she started an at-home daycare so that she could care for their daughter. The house had been in a bit of disrepair when they’d first purchased it, which was the only way they could have afforded it at the time, but her father lovingly restored it and filled it with hand-selected pieces he’d found on his many trips collecting pieces for the shop.


      “Filled it and overfilled it,” Melody reminded herself as she sat the box of Santas down near the front fireplace. There were six bedrooms, four of which had their own working fireplaces, as well as the fireplace in the parlor and one in the library. It was no wonder her father amassed such a collection of holiday décor. And even if she did nothing else for the next twenty-four days, she still wouldn’t have it decorated nearly as well as he would have. But it was the sentiment that meant the most to her, and as she began to clear her mother’s every day antiques away into a nearby cabinet, she thought of all the work that stood ahead of her, trying not to worry too much about how she could help her mother turn the store around.


      After her father was killed in a car accident returning from an estate sale on Christmas Eve two years ago, Melody had insisted on moving back in to take care of her mother. Sarah Murphy was nothing if she wasn’t hardheaded, and she refused, saying Melody needed to stay in Chicago at the ad agency. She would be fine. However, a phone call two months ago from a debt collector had let Melody in on the truth. While the house was paid off, thanks to her father’s life insurance policy, her mother hadn’t been able to keep up with the second mortgage they’d taken out on the shop, and if she didn’t come up with ten thousand dollars soon, the bank would be claiming the antique store Melody’s grandparents had started over fifty years ago.


      Melody wasn’t going to let that happen, so she’d left her job in corporate marketing and moved in with her mother to go through the antiques her father had been storing in the house, working to get them into the store where they could be purchased. She’d had enough in her savings account to put the bank off for a bit, but it wasn’t enough, so she needed to get more merchandise into the shop while working to spread the word that Murphy’s Antiques and Collectibles was a great little secret in the heart of quaint Charles Town, West Virginia, and the perfect place to find the Christmas gift your loved one will cherish for a lifetime—or something like that. While her efforts had increased sales and kept her mother busy at the store, it wasn’t enough, and she was struggling to balance inventory with marketing.


      And now she was elbow deep in Santas.


      Brushing her long brown hair over her shoulder, Melody surveyed the dozen jolly faces staring up at her. Her father had such a knack for this, but she wasn’t sure where to put any of the plump elves. “Guess I’ll just do my best, and maybe Mom can fix it when she gets home,” she said with a shrug and chose the largest Santa to start with. At the very least, she was doing what her father had asked, decorating for Christmas on the first of December, and even if it wasn’t exactly perfect, it was a start.


      [image: ]


      “Oh, my! That looks absolutely stunning,” Mrs. Gregory gushed as she stood back admiring the new finish on her fireplace. “The cherry stain really does make it look brand new again.”


      “I’m glad you like it,” Reid Perry replied with a polite smile, wiping his hands off on a stain covered towel.


      “Like it?” I love it! Oh, wait until Allen gets home and sees this,” the older woman continued. “I just can’t take my eyes off of it.” She stood with her head propped up on her fist, the other arm crossed against her bright red sweater. With her white hair, Reid couldn’t help but think she looked a little like Mrs. Claus. “Now, come on into the kitchen and let me fix you a cup of tea while you get that varnish washed off.”


      “Oh, Mrs. Gregory, thank you,” Reid began, “but that’s really not necessary. I don’t want to get stain in your sink.”


      “Now, don’t you protest,” the agile little woman stopped him, waving her hand and pulling slightly on his arm. “You come on into the kitchen. I just frosted my first batch of Christmas cookies, and I insist you be the first to sample them.”


      Seeing that there was no use in arguing, Reid surveyed his work area, making sure everything was cleaned up and that his tool kit was ready to go as soon as Mrs. Gregory was done making a fuss, and followed her into the kitchen.


      The smell of fresh baked sugar cookies was even stronger in here, and he couldn’t help but think back to memories of his own grandmother’s quaint little kitchen in Billings, Montana, which may has well have been a million miles from where he stood now.


      Mrs. Gregory directed him to the sink. “Now, this cleaner is my grandfather’s secret recipe,” she said, stooping to pull a small container from a nearby cabinet. Unscrewing the lid, she set the substance down next to his elbow. “It’ll get off anything.”


      Reid looked at the white goo a bit questioningly as the warm water poured over his hands. While he had plenty of soaps at home that would easily remove the cherry-colored stain from his hands, he decided to go ahead and humor the woman and gave her family formula a try. To his surprise, not only did it take the stain right off, it also smelled nice, like lilacs.


      “How do you take your tea?” Mrs. Gregory asked from the island behind him as Reid dried his hands on the towel she’d provided.


      “Oh, just sugar, thank you,” he replied, turning to face her. She had already plated two of her fresh sugar cookies, one shaped like Santa, complete with red hat and white beard made of powdered sugar frosting, and the other a bright green Christmas tree.


      As Reid took a seat on a barstool across from her, Mrs. Gregory dropped two lumps of sugar into his tea cup and gave it a swirl. “Here you go, dear,” she said sliding it across to him. “Now, be honest about my Christmas cookies. The grandkids are coming to visit for Christmas, and I want to make sure my recipe is up to snuff before they get here.”


      Reid took a bite from the Christmas tree and could hardly contain the “mmmm” that wanted to slip from his lips. The cookie was so light, it practically melted in his mouth, and the sweetness of the frosting was perfectly accented by the vanilla essence in the cookie itself. “These are unbelievable,” he gushed, swallowing it down. “I don’t think I’ve ever tasted anything this good.”


      Mrs. Gregory’s face was beaming. “I’m so delighted to hear that,” she replied. “Last year, my batch got second place in the Christmas baking contest at our church’s festival. This year, I am determined to reclaim the blue ribbon.”


      “Well, I don’t think there’s any way in the world you’ll come in second this year,” Reid assured her, taking another bite. “They’re like little pieces of heaven.”


      “Thank you,” Mrs. Gregory smiled, letting out a sigh. “I’m so happy you and that sweet Michael of yours decided to make Charles Town your new home. We have needed a good handyman for so long, and that little fella of yours is just precious.”


      Even though his primary work had been with a building firm in Billings, he had been restoring old houses off and on for over fifteen years if he counted the work he’d done with his father starting in high school, so while being referred to as a handyman was not quite a compliment, considering he had his master’s degree in architecture. He knew that she meant well. “I really appreciate that,” Reid said, with a smile.


      “You know, you really should come to church tomorrow night,” she continued. “The children are starting work on the musical, and I bet Michael would just love to get up on that stage and flash that winning smile. He’s such a little heartbreaker, just like his father.”


      Reid felt his face redden at the compliment. “Well, thank you, Mrs. Gregory,” he managed, realizing she was in no way attempting to flirt or say anything inappropriate. Still, the thought of church was one he wasn’t willing to entertain at that point in his life, despite the fact that he knew Michael would love getting up on stage, as well as all of the attention he was sure to get from Mrs. Gregory and her friends. “Maybe some other time. We still have a lot of work to do on the house.”


      Mrs. Gregory nodded, as if she were willing to let it go—for now. “I’m so glad you bought the old Kensington place. It’s such a nice house. Just needs some love.”


      “I agree,” he nodded. Taking on a project as big as the old Gothic Revival structure was just what he had needed to distract himself from the painful memories that tended to fill his mind whenever it was left unoccupied for even a few moments, and while spending time with Michael was his priority whenever he wasn’t working, a five-year-old could only stay up so late. It was the evening quiet that left his mind lingering and returning to a time he need not dwell on.


      He realized Mrs. Gregory was still talking, and though he’d missed the first part, he nodded when he heard her say, “The railing on the staircase needs tightening, and I’m certain that branch that’s scraping the roof has done some damage.”


      “I should be able to get to those things in the next couple of weeks,” he assured her, running a hand through his sandy blond hair. He spied the time on the clock behind her and realized that it was nearly 4:30. “Speaking of Michael,” he said, wiping his hands on a napkin and looking around for the trash container, “I need to go get him from Ms. Karen’s.”


      “Oh, Karen is so good with the little ones,” Mrs. Gregory smiled. “Would you like to take him a cookie?”


      “Sure,” Reid replied, finding the trash can and disposing of his napkin.


      “I’ll get that,” Mrs. Gregory said, nodding at his dishes. She crossed to the cupboards, and as she pulled one of the doors open, the hinge let go, leaving it hanging. “Oh, fiddle.”


      “Let me help you with that,” Reid said, rushing to her side and grabbing hold of the door before it fell. She let go and he examined the hinge. “That’s an easy fix, but I’ll need to get a new hinge.”


      Mrs. Gregory shook her head. “This old place is going to come falling down around me,” she laughed. She took a small plastic container with a lid from the shelf, and Reid managed to get the broken door shut.


      “Just don’t open it again until I can get back to fix it,” he cautioned.


      “Oh, we hardly use that one,” she said as she crossed to the center island and selected three cookies to place in the container for Michael.


      “I can stop by tomorrow and fix it for you,” Reid said, turning to face her.


      “That would be just lovely,” Mrs. Gregory smiled. “I honestly don’t know what I’d do without you! Allen can’t tell a hammer from a screwdriver, and our son lives all the way up in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. You really are a lifesaver.”


      “It’s my pleasure,” Reid assured her with a smile, taking the cookies from her as she patted him on the arm and beamed up at him in glee. At least in Charles Town, he was able to find something useful to do to take his mind off of his past. He shook thoughts of his previous life in Montana aside and bid Mrs. Gregory goodbye, trying to focus on the towheaded little boy he’d be seeing shortly who had a way of melting away all of his problems.
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      Melody finally found a parking spot a few doors down from the antique store and brought her GMC Acadia to a halt. She thought the crowd was unusual for the time of day and absently wondered what would bring so many people downtown on a Tuesday afternoon. Perhaps it was just the excitement of the holidays.


      Making her away around the back of her SUV, Melody popped the door and pulled the box of carnival glass out, carefully balancing it on her hip as she clicked the button for the door to close. After situating the Santas, she’d decided to return to the mess upstairs and work on getting some more items to the store. She couldn’t get back into the attic, after all, so her December 1 decorating had dwindled. At least she’d been able to get this box ready and do some research on a couple more items, as well as update their website and post to several social media sites enticing potential clients to pay the shop a visit.


      Unlike the Santas, this box actually was heavy, and she was careful of her footing as she stepped up onto the sidewalk and hurried toward the shop. The city had begun decorating the area the day after Thanksgiving, and the festive bows and lights brought a smile to her lips as she hustled along, careful not to run into anyone coming the opposite direction down the pathway.


      Reaching the antique shop door, she backed into it, pushing it open as she did so, the familiar tinkle of the same bell that had hung there since her dad was a little boy letting her mother know she had arrived.


      Sarah Murphy was slightly shorter than her daughter, with hair the same brown, which she wore cut short, strands of gray framing her face. While Melody was fairly certain she glimpsed her future in the face of her mother, they didn’t look exactly alike; Sarah’s eyes were a warm brown and her nose pointed up at the end while Melody had her father’s nose and his bright green eyes.


      “Hi, honey,” Sarah called as she came around the counter.


      “Hi,” Melody replied, spinning her way through the door and looking around desperately for a place to set the box.


      “Let me help you,” Sarah said, rushing over and grabbing two corners of the box. Together, they were able to gently lower the heavy container to the ground.


      Straightening, Melody brushed her hair off of her forehead. Even though it was quite chilly outside, rushing around in her thick winter coat and stocking cap had brought a glisten to her forehead. “Thanks, Mom. It’s some more of the carnival glass.”


      “Oh, good,” Sarah said, glancing down at the box as if doing so would give her an idea of exactly what was inside it. “We’ve sold several pieces the last few days. I hope there’s space on the shelf.”


      Melody didn’t bother to point out that she had brought in the carnival glass to replace the pieces her mother had sold. When she was younger, that would have been just the sort of statement that would have drawn her into an argument. Now, despite the trials living with one’s mother often forced upon an independent adult, Melody seldom bickered with her mom. She had been through a lot, and it had been Melody’s choice to move back home, after all, even if she had only done so because otherwise, she was fairly certain her mother would be forced to pack up everything she had and move to Chicago to live with her.


      “How have sales been today?” Melody asked, looking around the store. She could tell her mom had moved some merchandise. A few of the items she’d brought in over the last couple of weeks were missing.


      “Good,” Sarah said. “Let me get the dolly and we’ll move that box to the back. Maybe I can get the dishes on the shelf tomorrow morning.”


      While Melody thought it might make more sense to get them out and put them directly on the shelf now—they were all tagged and ready to go after all—she waited for her mom to get the dolly. There were no customers in the store just now, and glancing at her watch, she saw that it was almost time to close up.


      “Here we go,” Sarah said, wheeling over the smaller of the two dollies they had on-hand.


      “I’ll get it,” Melody insisted. She scooped the box up and made sure it was balanced before she started to carefully wheel it through the only open aisle of the store.


      “I got a bit of Christmas decorating done today,” Sarah called as Melody made her way toward the stock room in the back.


      “I saw. The garland over the door looks nice.” She pushed the swinging door open with her hand and then wheeled the box through. Though there were several other boxes back here that needed to be unpacked, she knew her mother was very particular about how much of one certain type of item she displayed at a time, so she found a home for the box of carnival glass and put the dolly back in its spot. A quick glance around let her know that she needn’t bother to bring any other dishes, clocks, or costume jewelry with her tomorrow.


      With one final glance around, Melody made her way back. The tinkle at the door alerted her that a customer had come in, and her mother greeted the couple who went off to look at some of the items in a display case on the other side of the store.


      “Look, they have that flyer you printed up,” Sarah whispered, coming to lean on the counter next to Melody. “And lots of people have said they saw your ad on the Facebook.”


      Melody bit her lip, refusing to laugh at her mother’s lack of social media expertise. “That’s great,” she said. Checking the time on her phone, she realized she’d need to hurry if she was going to make it to the hardware store. “I’ve gotta go.”


      “Oh, where to?” her mother asked, watching the couple to see if they needed any help.


      “The door knob fell off the attic door this morning.”


      “What? It fell off?”


      “Yeah, I’m going to run over to Peterson’s and see if they have a kit,” Melody said, adjusting her coat.


      “Why don’t you call that new handyman Mrs. Gregory is always raving about?” Sarah asked, her eyebrows arched. “She says he can fix anything.”


      “Mom, you know we can’t really afford that,” Melody said quietly. “Hopefully, they’ll have some kit with simple to follow directions, and I can fix it myself.”


      “Or you’ll waste money on parts, not be able to fix it, and end up calling him anyway,” Sarah muttered.


      Melody was already on her way to the door. “Let me see if Mr. Peterson has any suggestions,” she said, giving her mother a wave and escaping into the crisp winter air. While her mother might have a point, it wouldn’t hurt to at least go see if it was something she could do herself before hiring an over-priced handyman to come put a patch on it, which would only hold so long before she would have to have it fixed again.


      Peterson’s Hardware had been in the same little building across the street and down about a block almost as long as Murphy’s Antiques and Collectibles had been around. If anyone could explain to her how to fix the door knob, it was Mr. Peterson. She stopped at her car to get her purse and then began the short walk to the store.


      On her way, she passed her friend Delaney’s bakery—aptly named Delaney’s Delights. She could see her inside behind the counter, chatting to a customer, a huge smile on her face. Any other time, Melody would stop and talk to her good friend, but not right now. She needed to hurry before the hardware store closed. Delaney also had long brown hair, and in school, everyone joked that they could be twins. Now, with that broad smile and her carefree attitude, Melody thought they probably looked nothing alike at all.


      Melody’s father had taught her to find the music in everything, and as she walked along, the sounds of the cars passing, people calling to each other, and the swish of her coat all sounded like a disjointed song. She wished she could push those thoughts out of her head. The idea of music without her father was like a song with no melody. Even the bell above the hardware store reminded her of the music her father had taught her to love, music she could no longer enjoy.


      The lights in the hardware store were bright, she imagined so that people could more easily search for just the right nut or bolt, and she squinted a bit as she made her way inside. Behind the counter, she saw a disinterested high-school-aged girl with shoulder length blonde hair, peering down behind the counter intently, one hand twirling her hair while the other likely held a cell phone she wasn’t supposed to be using at work.


      “Hi, Rylee,” Melody called as she approached. “Is your dad here?”


      Rylee looked up, startled. “Oh, hi, Miss Murphy. No, he’s not here right now. I have after school shift all week.”


      “Oh,” Melody said with a sigh. “Okay, thanks.”


      “Is there something I can help you with?” Rylee asked, though her tone implied she hoped the answer was no.


      Melody glanced around the shop and saw a few other customers. She was pretty certain the door knobs and accessories were in the back. “I think I’ll just have a look around.”


      “Okay,” Rylee shrugged, and as Melody made her way down the nearest aisle, she heard a vibrating sound that could only be the buzz of a secret cell phone.


      The door knobs were in the back as she expected, but upon closer inspection, she had no idea exactly what she needed. There were kits that said they contained complete assemblies, some for indoor, some for outdoor. There were also various parts. Melody picked up a few of the packages and looked them over, but they all appeared to be very complicated. Even if she chose the right one, would she have any idea how to put the door knob on?


      “Hi.”


      A high pitched, squeaky voice took her by surprise, and Melody jumped. She looked around, and at first saw no one, but then she realized she was looking too high. Standing next to her, below waist height, was the cutest little cherub-faced blond boy she’d ever seen. “Hi,” she said, smiling.


      “Whatcha doing?” he asked, looking up at her with big blue eyes. He wore a dark blue winter coat, his mittens hanging from strings through each sleeve, his hood flapping behind him.


      “I’m looking at door knobs,” she said, trying not to let her irritation filter down to the little inquisitor.


      “Michael?” she heard a male voice call, and Melody looked up to see a matching pair of bright blue eyes. The man wore a dark brown work coat over a shirt almost the same color as those eyes, and with his sandy blond hair and athletic build, Melody caught herself staring and quickly closed her mouth.


      “Hi, Dad,” the little boy—Michael—called. “I was just looking at door knobs.”


      “Door knobs?” the man repeated. “I told you to stay with me.”


      “Sorry,” he shrugged and then turned to Melody and flashed a smile.


      The man was talking to her now, and Melody tried to focus on what he was saying instead of continuing to stare. “I’m so sorry. He’s a bit… precocious.”


      “Oh, no, it’s fine,” she stammered. “He’s adorable.”


      “Thank you,” Michael grinned up at her.


      His dad looked at him for a moment and shook his head before he added, “Yes, thank you. Come on, Michael, let’s leave this lady alone.” He took his son gently by the shoulder and pulled him back a step.


      “But Dad,” Michael protested, “she needs our help.”


      Melody had attempted to return her attention to the two door knob kits she was holding, looking back and forth between them as if she had any idea what she was even looking for. “Oh, yeah. No, it’s okay,” she stammered. “I mean… how hard can it be to pick out a door knob?” Then, under her breath, she muttered, “Unless you’re a door knob yourself.”


      He was standing next to her now, and if he had heard her last comment, he didn’t say anything in response. Looking at what she had in her hands, he asked, “Well, what kind of door knob was your old one?”


      She glanced up and caught his eyes. They were a shade of blue she couldn’t remember ever seeing before, reminding her of the sky on a clear day. “Oh, uh, well, it’s…” she fumbled with the two kits and ended up setting them down on top of a stack of door knob parts. “It’s this one.” She pulled the old door knob out of her purse.


      Taking the door knob from her, he turned it over in his hands. “Do you have the other half?” he asked.


      “Yes,” Melody assured him. “It’s at home. In the attic. That’s where we usually keep it—only it’s usually attached to this part.”


      He laughed, a rich chuckle, and Melody realized that Michael was also giggling, likely because his dad was. “Well, if you have the complete door knob, you should probably just repair it.” He turned it over again, inspecting it closely, before handing it back to her. “I assume you live in an older home, and if that’s the original door knob, you should probably keep it.”


      “This is Charles Town,” Melody smiled. “Everyone lives in an older home.”


      “True,” he nodded.


      His smile was a bit crooked, pulling up at one side of his handsome face slightly more than the other. Melody realized she was staring again. “Well, I would like to keep it, I guess,” she admitted. “I just have no idea how to fix it. I mean, I doubt I’ll be able to figure out how to install a new one either, but I figured that would at least come with directions.”


      “It’s really not that difficult,” he replied. “You probably just need one of these,” he said handing her a little package that seemed to contain a few screws and a plate of some sort.


      Melody looked at the little package and then back up at him. “Okay…” she said. “But what do I do?”


      “You can fix it, Dad,” Michael chimed in, tugging on his father’s coat sleeve. Then to Melody, he added, “My dad can fix anything.”


      She could tell by the man’s expression that he wished his son hadn’t volunteered his services, the hesitation showing in the deep breath he held in and then the sigh he slowly released. “Oh, that’s okay,” Melody began, “I don’t want to be any trouble. I should probably just call a handyman. I just… things have been tight. Anyway, maybe between my mom and I, we can figure it out.”


      “No, I can do it,” he offered, giving his son a narrowed look. “It’s really not any trouble at all,” he added, flashing Melody a meager smile.


      “Clearly, you’re busy. I live over on Washington Avenue. I’d hate to make you drive all the way over there.”


      “It’s really no trouble,” he assured her, “and that’s not even that far.”


      “And the house is a mess….”


      He laughed again. “If you really don’t want me to fix it, I understand, but it will only take a few minutes, and I really don’t mind.”


      She glanced down at Michael, whose smile lit the room more brightly than the fluorescent overhead lights. “Okay,” she agreed, with a smile. “I’m Melody, by the way,” she said, fumbling the door knob and the repair kit into her left hand so she could offer her right.


      “Reid,” he said, taking her hand.


      Melody felt her heartbeat quicken as tingles spread up her arm. She realized she was staring again, and if it weren’t for a tug on her jacket, she may have continued to gaze into his eyes for an even more embarrassing amount of time.


      “I’m Michael,” the smallest voice said, and Melody let go of Reid’s hand to pat him on the head.


      “I know,” she said. “It’s very nice to meet you.” Glancing back up at his dad, she added, “Both of you.”


      Melody gave them her address and then went up front to pay, hearing Reid say something to Michael about grabbing a hinge. A few minutes later, she had the repair kit in her hand and was back on the street, happy that the fresh December air seemed to take away the heat from her face. Taking in a deep breath, she slowly released it, and squaring her shoulders, she headed back to her car, reminding herself he was only coming over to fix her door knob—not to sweep her off of her feet. “Besides,” she muttered under her breath, “he’s probably married. He has a son. He’s got to be married.” I wish they had a simple repair kit for broken people.
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      “Where does Miss Melody live?” Michael asked from the back seat of Reid’s red Sierra.


      Glancing in the mirror, he could see that his son had broken into Mrs. Gregory’s cookies and a smear of yellow frosting streaked across his cheek. “Not too far from us, down the street from Ms. Karen’s house,” he replied.


      “I like Miss Melody,” the little boy added between chomps of the star-shaped cookie. “She’s pretty.” Reid said nothing, keeping his thoughts to himself, until Michael insisted, “You think she’s pretty, too, don’t you, Daddy?”


      “Yes, I guess she is pretty,” Reid said with a shrug. “Careful not to get crumbs all over your booster seat.”


      “I know, Dad,” he said, sounding a little more like a tweenager than Reid would have liked. He was getting so big already. How could he possibly be in kindergarten?


      They passed Ms. Karen’s house, where Michael went after school for a few hours each day, and Reid made a left-hand turn onto Washington Avenue. They were only a few blocks from their own home, and the houses on this street were even larger and more architecturally stunning than the one he had recently purchased. Moving to Charles Town had been a good idea for someone who loved to restore old homes and wanted to run away from an unpleasant past. He truly hoped this would be the fresh start he and Michael needed.


      “Dad! Look!” Michael exclaimed, pointing out the window at a large inflatable snow globe containing a dancing snowman. Tiny white pieces of plastic simulated falling snow and encircled the jolly soul as he wiggled in a swirling winter wonderland.


      “That’s pretty cool!” Reid replied, forcing as much fake enthusiasm into his voice as possible. While he attempted to enjoy the holidays for Michael’s sake and though he usually did a pretty good job of pretending, Christmas just wasn’t the same as it used to be. He would manage to get through the holidays, like he always did, but he was certainly one of those people who couldn’t wait to flip the calendar to January.


      Checking the addresses on the mailboxes, Reid spied what must be Melody’s house just ahead on the right. It was a stately Queen Anne, absolutely stunning. Most of the house was built of brick with wooden architectural elements in white capping the second floor. A large turret stood on the left side of the house, and the expansive front porch looked inviting.


      “Is this her house?” Michael asked, poking through the front seats.


      Reid pulled his eyes away from the structure to address his son. “You unbuckled already?”


      “We came to a full stop.”


      “You look like the Cookie Monster.” Reid wiped some of the crumbs off of his son’s face and considered licking his thumb and wiping away the frosting, but decided to leave that page out of his own mother’s playbook alone.


      While Reid wasn’t sure they actually had the right house at first, even though the address matched the one Melody had mentioned in the hardware store, he saw her standing on the front porch, wringing her hands and shifting her weight from one foot to the other. He wondered how someone so young could afford such a large house. He assumed she wasn’t married since she’d mentioned only her mother as a candidate for helping her fix the door knob. While it was possible she could have a well-paying job that allowed her such nice accommodations, he also wondered why a single woman would need such a large space.


      Michael was out the truck door before Reid could even unbuckle his seatbelt. He wasn’t sure why his son was so drawn to the young woman; he did have an affection for pretty young girls. Maybe Michael was drawn to her because she seemed nurturing and kind, two characteristics the little boy couldn’t get enough of despite the kindness he received from Ms. Karen, Mrs. Gregory, and just about every other female he came into contact with.


      “Miss Melody!” Michael shouted, hopping up the wide brick steps and flinging himself around her knees.


      “Well, hello,” Melody stuttered, clearly taken aback by Michael’s enthusiastic greeting. She bent down and patted him on the back, but her eyes were glued to Reid, as if she needed confirmation that the child had actually just flown to her, and her laughter filled the chilly air, a sound unlike anything he’d ever heard before. He couldn’t help but smile at the pure glee his son’s hug invoked.


      “Don’t knock her over,” Reid warned as Michael continued to squeeze.


      “He’s fine,” Melody said, still smiling as Michael finally released her. “I’m not used to such strong hugs.” She bent down and ruffled his hair.


      “I just missed you so much,” Michael smiled up at her.


      “It’s only been ten minutes!” Reid shook his head, still trying to figure out exactly what it was that had Michael so excited about this new acquaintance.


      Melody placed one hand on the door handle but stopped, her expression shifting back to the nervous look he’d seen even from the truck. “I should warn you. My mom and I are in the process of going through my late father’s antique collection—and the house is truly a mess. It’s pretty embarrassing.”


      “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. Don’t worry about it,” Reid assured her. “We’re not exactly the tidiest ourselves.”


      “No, seriously,” Melody continued, “I keep expecting to see the crew from Hoarders walking through the hallway upstairs, talking about the best place to stage the lighting.”


      Reid couldn’t help but laugh at the idea. “I’m sure it’s not that bad.”


      Melody’s eyebrows stayed arched, and he couldn’t help but notice how vibrant her green eyes were. “All right,” she said, letting out a deep breath and pushing the door open, “but you were warned.”


      The inside was just as opulent as the exterior, and Reid took a moment to look around. A large staircase stood just in front of them, complete with what appeared to be the original hand carved newel post. The floors had certainly been restored with the same care taken when they were first installed. From the molding to the pocket doors leading into the great room, every detail appeared to be authentic.


      “This place is incredible,” Reid said, still gazing up at the ceiling. “You hardly ever see Victorian architecture maintained to this standard.”


      “Thank you,” Melody said, her hand resting on the railing that led upstairs. “My father loved old things. From houses to antiques, he definitely saw the value and the beauty in anything from the past. He worked on this house most of his adult life.”


      “He did a really nice job.” Reid could see from her expression that she was quite proud of her father, and the timid smile of gratitude his compliment received was enough to let him know Melody still missed him very much.


      “It’s the attic door that has decided to be uncooperative today,” she said, climbing the stairs. “I took the knob and the kit up just before you got here, but I have no idea what to do next.”


      “Let me take a look at it and see what tools I need.” Reid followed her up the stairs, Michael between them.


      “Your house is so big,” Michael said as they neared the second story.


      “It’s actually my mom’s house,” Melody replied. “I just came to live with her for a little while.”


      “How come?” Michael asked, his voice and the question both innocent.


      Melody glanced down at him before she answered. “Well, when my dad died, she was sad. And I was sad. So we decided to keep each other company.”


      “Oh, that’s nice,” Michael said. Reid could see in his eyes that he looked a little sad himself, and he was certain it was that M-word Melody kept saying that was altering his usual happy-go-lucky disposition.


      “All right—this is what I was warning you about,” Melody said once they reached the top of the stairs.


      All down the hallway in both directions, antique furniture, boxes, and various other items lined the walls. Though there was a small path to squeeze through, there wasn’t much space at all, and Reid now understood completely what Melody had meant when she said Hoarders might show up.


      Trying to be polite, he decided to focus on the positive. “Well, it looks like you have some really great finds here. You could start your own antique store. Be careful not to break anything, Michael.”


      Melody chuckled as she squeezed down the path. “We own an antique store. Believe it or not, this isn’t it.”


      “Look at all this old stuff!” Michael exclaimed, and Reid grabbed his hand to keep him from touching any of the potentially fragile items.


      “You own the antique store downtown?” Reid asked. He could see the attic door at the end of the hallway.


      “Yes, my mom does,” Melody nodded. “It’s been in the family since my dad was a little boy.”


      Reid had seen his fair share of antiques from working on so many older houses. He saw some very rare, very expensive items among Melody’s father’s treasures. “Once you get these to the shop, you should be in good shape to stay open a few more generations. Your father had a good eye.”


      “Thank you,” Melody said, but the tone of her voice made him wonder if she either didn’t want to keep the shop open for generations to come, or she was just exhausted from long hours of working to get everything inventoried and down to the shop.


      She stopped in front of the attic door and made a gesture like she was Vanna White. “This is the culprit,” she said, stepping out of the way.


      Reid stooped to examine the hole where the door knob should be. He could see what sort of tools he would need to make the repair. He pulled on the door to see if it was locked, which it was, so he felt inside the mechanism of the door and had it unlocked in just a moment. He pulled it open so that he could retrieve the other side of the handle.


      “How did you get it open?” Melody asked.


      “I have a special way with door knobs,” he said, with a subtle smile.


      Melody raised her eyebrows and then looked back at the door. “Do you think you can fix it?”


      “Oh, yeah,” he assured her. “I’ll just need a screwdriver.”


      “I’m sure we have one of those somewhere….” Melody replied, glancing around as if a screwdriver might be amongst her father’s antique collection.


      “I have one in the truck,” Reid assured her. “I’ll be right back.”


      “Can I stay here?” Michael asked. He stood wedged between two boxes looking longingly at the caboose of an old tin train sticking up from one of the boxes.


      “I don’t know. You might get into mischief,” Reid said with wink.


      Michael giggled, and Melody said, “I’ll keep an eye on him.”


      Hoping Melody didn’t regret her decision to let Michael stay in the house, he made his way back through the maze to get the screwdriver.
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      “You like that train?” Melody asked, pulling her eyes away from Reid’s retreating form and focusing instead on the little boy looking longingly at the toy sticking up from the top of the cardboard box.


      “Yes,” Michael nodded. “Could I take it out?”


      Even though she knew the train was both very old and worth quite a bit of money, Melody didn’t hesitate to pull it out of the box. Made of tin and consisting of an engine, two cars, and a caboose, the black lacquer was a bit worn and one of the buckles that held two of the cars together stuck a bit, but other than that, it was in good shape.


      Michael’s eyes lit up as he took the train out of her hands. “Wow—it’s so cool!”


      “There isn’t much room to play with it up here, but would you like to go downstairs to the living room and play with it there?”


      Before she was even through with the question, Michael was exclaiming, “Yes!” and making his way back down the stairs. She followed to make sure he found the right room and didn’t take a tumble down the steps.


      “The wooden floors in here should make it easier to roll,” Melody explained as Michael sat the train on the living room floor and tore his coat off. He began to enthusiastically roll the train around on the parquet floor. Melody watched for a moment, marveling at his pure joy and absently wondering at what age that begins to fade.


      A few moments later, Michael said, “You got a lot of Santas on your fireplace.”


      “Oh, yeah,” Melody agreed. “And that’s not even half of my dad’s collection.”


      “He sure musta liked Christmas,” the little boy replied before returning to the train.


      Melody nodded. No one loved Christmas as much as her dad did.


      Without even looking up at her, Michael asked, “Do you miss him?”


      She was caught off guard by the simplicity and innocence in the question. Dropping down to the nearby window seat, she said, “Yes. Everyday.”


      Michael was still zooming the train around, but his voice sounded a bit different when he said, “I’m sorry. I miss my mom, too.”


      Melody’s eyes widened, wondering what had happened to Michael’s mother, but before she could ask the question, Reid came back in the door, a small toolkit in his hand. Stepping into the room, he asked, “Whatcha got there, Mikey?”


      “Oh, it’s a train!” Michael popped up and rushed over to his dad. “Look! Isn’t it cool!”


      “Sure is,” Reid replied, “but it looks old. Be careful not to break it.”


      “I know.” Michael hurried back over to his previous spot, and soon the train was rushing down the imaginary tracks again, some sort of bandits chasing behind.


      Melody stood. “Did you get everything you need?”


      “Yes. It should just take a few minutes.”


      She nodded and followed him back toward the stairs, Michael’s comment and his question still lingering. She had just assumed Reid was married, and even though she had immediately found him quite attractive, having no idea what had become of Michael’s mother made her both curious and slightly nervous to be in the handsome man’s presence again, particularly now that Michael wasn’t with them as a distraction.


      “How long have you lived in Charles Town?” she asked as he weaved his way back through the labyrinth to the attic door.


      “About six months,” he replied, looking at the hole in the door with great scrutiny. “Have you always lived here?”


      “No,” Melody answered very quickly, and when he glanced up at her, a question in his eyes, she realized not everyone felt the same way about the small town that she had grown up in as she did. “I mean… I was born here. And I graduated from Washington High School. But then I went to college in Chicago and just loved it. I worked there for a few years before I came back to help my mom out.”


      He had the door knob lined up now and was using some tool Melody wasn’t sure she knew the name of to assemble the pieces from the kit she’d picked up at the store. “What did you do in Chicago?”


      “Oh, I worked in marketing,” she replied. “Seems like a million years ago, even though I’ve only been back a couple of months.” He only nodded to acknowledge she was speaking, and she realized she might be oversharing. “Where did you and Michael move from?”


      “Montana,” he said, using a screwdriver now to tighten the knob.


      “What brought you to Charles Town?”


      He shrugged, and Melody wondered if she was asking too many questions. “We’d heard it was a nice small town. Lots of old houses. We like that sort of thing.”


      “I see,” she said, deciding not to pry any further.


      “There you go, good as new,” he said, giving the door knob a final spin and opening and closing the door a few times.


      “Thank you so much,” Melody said, delighted that the knob was fixed. It looked as if it was actually repaired, too, that it wouldn’t fall apart again any time soon. “I really appreciate your help. Will you let me pay you something?”


      “No,” Reid answered quickly, scoffing at her request. “It only took a minute.”


      “I know, but if you hadn’t volunteered to help, I would’ve ended up paying a handyman anyway. I may as well pay you instead.”


      “It’s really no problem,” Reid insisted, packing his tools back into the toolbox.


      “I mean, my mom’s friends are raving about this new handyman in town and how he can fix anything, and my mom really wanted me to give him a call, but things are kind of tight right now with the store and all, so I thought maybe I could do it myself and not have to bother calling someone who’d likely overcharge and then who knows if it would even stay put together, you know?”


      When she finally stopped rambling long enough to look at him, she realized his expression was one of slight amusement coupled with a hint of offense. A few details from her mother’s conversations with Mrs. Gregory came flooding back to her, and Melody realized why Reid was looking at her so funny. “You’re the new handyman, aren’t you?”


      Reid chuckled. “Actually, my degree is in architecture, but yes, since we moved to town, that’s what I’ve been doing. To pay the bills. And to get to know the area before I start any sort of restoration business.”


      “I am so sorry!” Melody could feel the heat rising in her face. “I didn’t mean to say anything offensive. I’m sure you don’t overcharge or do shoddy repairs.”


      “It’s okay,” he said, a grin on his face. “I understand the sentiment.”


      “You’ve got to let me pay you though,” Melody insisted. “This is your job.”


      “It’s really no problem.” He had his toolkit in hand now and looked down the hallway like he was about to head for the stairs.


      Before she realized what she was doing, Melody put her hand on his arm. “Please?” she asked. Then, looking at her hand as if she’d never seen it before, she pulled it away and folded her hands in front of her, but not before those tingly sensations began to course up her arm again.


      “Melody, really, it was an easy fix. I won’t take any money from you. Consider it a favor from a friend—a new friend.”


      Reluctantly, Melody smiled and said, “Okay. Thank you.” He smiled back at her and gave her a slight nod. Just then, Melody realized she was hearing a sound she hadn’t heard in almost two years, and even though it was nothing like the perfectly constructed songs her father played, the sound jarred her.


      “Michael,” Reid said, shaking his head and heading for the stairs.


      Melody wanted to push him aside and sprint down the stairwell to stop the little boy, though she rationalized he had no idea what he was doing, and she could hardly be rude to the man and his son who had just fixed her door knob for free. Still, as they reached the more open expanse of the stairs, Melody went flying around Reid, hurrying into the parlor to the piano.


      Taking a deep breath, she put her hand on top of the two tiny ones that were banging on the keys. “Michael,” she said calmly. “This was my father’s piano, honey.” Michael stopped and looked up at her, his eyes wide. “We don’t… we don’t play it anymore.”


      Reid caught up to her then, and placing his hand on her back for a moment, he said, “I apologize. Michael, you were supposed to stay in the other room. Tell Miss Melody you’re sorry.”


      “I’m sorry,” Michael said as his father scooped him up off of the piano bench.


      “No, it’s okay,” Melody said, forcing a smile, the rush of adrenaline from running down the stairs and the lingering feeling of Reid’s hand on her back causing her voice to tremble. “You didn’t know.”


      “Still, we shouldn’t go into other people’s homes where we are not invited,” Reid said, eyeing his son with a look only a seasoned parent could muster.


      “Please don’t be mad at me, Miss Melody,” Michael said, and tears began to form in his eyes.


      “Oh, honey, I’m not mad at you,” Melody said, feeling her heartstrings tugged nearly out of her chest. “Don’t cry.”


      “He’s fine,” Reid assured her with a slight shake of his head. Then, to Michael, he said, “Go get your coat, and find Miss Melody’s train.” He set Michael down on the floor, and with a sniffle, the little boy shot toward the living room on the other side of the stairs.


      “He has a way of making a person feel guilty for any sort of correction to his behavior whatsoever,” Reid explained, stepping over to where Michael had just disappeared.


      Melody carefully put the lid back over the keys on her father’s grand piano and lovingly patted the top before she scooted the seat in. With a deep breath, she said, “I overreacted. I just… hadn’t heard that sound in a while.”


      “I’m really sorry,” Reid said, and turning to face him, Melody saw genuine concern in his eyes.


      “No, I should’ve told him not to come in here, or something….” Melody forced a smile and walked over to where he was standing. Out in the hall, they saw Michael running toward them, coat on, train in hand. Melody went out to meet him, Reid behind her.


      “Here you go, Miss Melody,” Michael said, lifting the train up to her.


      “You know what, why don’t you keep it?” she said, watching Michael’s face light up.


      “Oh, Melody, we can’t do that.” Reid was shaking his head at his son, whose face began to fall.


      “No, I insist.” Then, looking at Reid, she said, “From one new friend to another.”


      There really wasn’t anything Reid could say to argue with that, so with a smile, he said, “Thank you, Melody,” and she felt her heart flutter for a moment before Michael’s bear hug enveloped her.


      “Thank you, Miss Melody,” he said, squeezing as tightly as he could without dropping the train or embedding it in her knee. “You’re the nicest lady I ever met.”


      Giggling, she patted his head and said, “You’re welcome, Michael. Thank you for helping fix my door knob.”


      “You’re welcome.” He finally let go of her legs and reached for his father’s extended hand.


      Melody followed them to the door. It was completely dark now, so she flipped the porch light on as Reid opened the door. “Thank you again,” she said, leaning on the door as they made their way onto the porch.


      “No problem,” he said with a smile. “It was nice meeting you, Melody.”


      “You, too.” Melody smiled and waved goodbye, and even though she wanted to watch them walk across the yard and continue to watch as they drove down the road, she forced herself to close the door. Leaning her back against the sturdy solid oak, she thought, “Is this the Christmas magic Dad was always talking about? Or am I just setting myself up for a little Christmas heartache?”
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