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  Prologue




  by Lorna Collins




  Christmas Eve 1958




  Aspen Grove, Colorado




  Tinsel shimmered on the fragrant pine tree; colored lights were reflected and mirrored in the metallic strands. Every time a door opened, the silver streamers sparkled and danced. In addition to the brightly-colored bulbs on the string, two special ones stood out: the first in the shape of Santa Claus and the second looked like the tree on which it was displayed. Multicolored glass balls, plastic icicles and more than a few precious ornaments handmade by the children had been carefully placed on the branches. All was in readiness.




  Allegra, in her new green velvet dress, wearing nylon hose and small heels, felt very sophisticated as she waited for everyone to arrive. Mother and Dad had finally relented, for this special occasion only, and allowed her to put a dab of Tangee Natural on her lips. Even though she would not celebrate her birthday until March, they had made this one exception to the rule of “no makeup until the age of fourteen.”




  With her usual attention to detail, she examined the tree from all angles for at least the twelfth time that day.




  “Perfect,” she declared as she stepped back.




  “What’s perfect?” asked her youngest sister, Carole. Mother had spent several hours ironing Carole’s dress and curling her hair, but within five minutes, the tomboy of the family had managed to wrinkle her plaid taffeta skirt, get dirt smudges on the white lace top, scuff her black Mary Janes and destroy her carefully-arranged hairstyle. The curls were loose, and one green satin bow was untied.




  “The tree is perfect,” Allegra replied. “In fact, the whole house looks special.”




  “What about my birthday presents?” demanded Carole. Because she was born on Christmas Eve, her parents’ preference for naming their children with musical references bowed to the songs of the season.




  “Now, in all your eight years, have we ever failed to celebrate your birthday?” her big sister asked.




  “Not yet, but it could happen.”




  “Well, not this year,” Allegra replied. “You’d better get back upstairs and ask Sonata to fix your ribbons before Mama sees you.”




  “Okay.” Carole scampered noisily to the second floor. She nearly ran into nine-year-old Melody.




  “Watch where you’re going,” Melody scolded as she smoothed her sapphire blue velvet skirt over the crinkly crinoline.




  “You watch out. It’s my birthday,” was the reply.




  Melody shook her head. When aggravated, her redheaded temperament sometimes erupted. But this was Christmas Eve, and even her little sister’s bossiness wasn’t enough to set her off. She entered the living room and stopped abruptly. “Wow! This is so pretty,” she said as she took in the room, which looked like a Christmas card. “I can almost see fairies dancing on the branches and the star on top really glows, just like the Star of Bethlehem.”




  “You and your imagination.” Allegra chuckled. Melody could see a good story in nearly every event, even the smallest.




  “Dinner smells yummy,” Melody observed as she dashed off toward the kitchen.




  The bell rang, and Allegra opened the door to reveal Uncle George and Aunt Sue. Behind them stood the twelve-year-old twins, Roger and Richard.




  “It’s cold out here,” said Roger. (Or was it Richard?)




  “Yeah, let us in,” added Richard. (Roger?)




  They couldn’t push by their parents because Uncle George was laden with colorfully wrapped boxes while Aunt Sue held her famous scalloped potatoes in front of her with fancy Christmas potholders.




  “I’ll just take this into the kitchen,” Aunt Sue offered.




  As soon as Uncle George cleared the doorway, the boys rushed through the breach.




  “Wow,” said one twin.




  “This is cool,” added the other.




  Their eyes lit on the electric train circling the base of the tree. In just a second, the locomotive was moving around the track much too fast. The train was Daddy’s toy and he was usually the only one allowed to operate it.




  “What are you doing?” demanded Sonata as she descended the stairs and spotted the boys. She was the most serious of the four girls, and seemed mature for her age. Her dark brown hair was styled in a smooth pageboy and tied with a red velvet ribbon which matched her dress. Although she was less than a year younger than Allegra, she was not allowed the same privileges as her big sister. It would be another year or more before she’d be allowed to wear nylons, or heels or a bit of color on her lips.




  Uncle George set his load in the corner with the rest of the brightly-colored gifts. “Okay, boys, turn that off until your Uncle Jack gets here,” he ordered as he removed his overcoat. Sonata took it from him and hung it on the hall tree.




  “Gee whiz, what are we supposed to do?” asked twin one.




  “Yeah,” agreed twin two.




  “We’ll be having dinner soon. Then we’ll come back in and open presents. So why don’t the two of you wash up?”




  “Aw,” and, “Darn,” the boys said together, but followed instructions.




  “Think I’ll see if Jack needs help carving,” Uncle George suggested. He was famous for stealing bites before dinner.




  The bell rang again, this time disclosing Grandma and Grandpa Sullivan.




  “Well, hello. And who are you, young woman?” asked Grandpa.




  Allegra blushed. “Oh, Grandpa.”




  “Well, you do look mighty grown up—and very beautiful,” said Grandma, taking a good look.




  Allegra’s cheeks grew redder.




  Both grandparents carried beribboned boxes, and Grandpa also had a brown grocery bag. “I’ve got the rolls and relishes, so dinner can begin,” he announced.




  As soon as they had deposited the presents and started toward the kitchen, there was a knock at the door. The Miller grandparents and Great-aunt Maude stood on the porch.




  Nana Miller began to cry as soon as she saw Allegra. “Just look at our grown-up girl. She’ll be married and gone before we know it,” she sniffled.




  “Now, now,” Baba said. “We still have a few years left with her.”




  Each of them hugged Allegra and then turned to intercept the small strawberry blonde tornado hurtling down the stairs.




  “Nana! Baba!” she shouted. “It’s my birthday. Did you remember?”




  “Why, of course we did, Kitten,” Baba assured her. “Just look at all these pink ribbons. You don’t think they’re for Christmas, do you?”




  “Oh, boy! Allegra, look at my presents!” the child squealed.




  Allegra helped Great-aunt Maude take off her coat while Baba placed her gifts with the others.




  “And how are you, my dear?” the elderly woman asked.




  “Very well, thank you.”




  “You look lovely,” Great-aunt Maude observed as she touched Allegra’s cheek.




  Just then, Daddy called, “Dinner’s ready. Is anyone hungry?” The stampede began.




  * * * *




  “I’m stuffed,” sighed Uncle George as he settled into a comfortable easy chair. The rest of the adults found seats on the couch or carried chairs from the dining room; Allegra brought hers too. Sonata perched on the footstool.




  Melody plopped down at Baba’s feet. He tousled her hair. “Merry Christmas, Peanut.”




  “Merry Christmas, Baba,” she returned.




  The rest of the children staked out places on the floor.




  “Who’s going to play Santa?” asked Jack.




  “We are,” cried the twins.




  “I am,” cried Carole.




  “Well, Sweetie, since you’re the birthday girl, I think you should be waited on. Don’t you?” asked her father in a loud stage whisper.




  “Oh, yes. I’ll be the princess, and they can be my servants.”




  “Heck, no,” and “Uh unh,” responded the twins, shaking their heads.




  “Well, if you don’t want to play Santa…” Jack observed, and started scanning the room for another volunteer.




  “I’ll do it,” said one boy.




  “Me, too,” said the other.




  And the gift giving began.




  Most of the presents had been distributed and opened by the time Great-aunt Maude’s gifts appeared. She had given the boys and men socks. There were scarves for the women. All that remained were four small boxes for the girls.




  “Now before you open these,” said Great-aunt Maude, “I want you to know that they are very special. Someday you may lose your way in life, and these are to remind you how wonderful you are.”




  They opened the boxes together. Each contained a crocheted snowflake ornament which sparkled in the firelight. Attached to each one was a poem:




  Precious and beautiful




  No two the same




  Simple perfection




  The Creator’s aim




  Shining and shimmering




  God’s light in view




  Wondrous creations




  The snowflake and you




  Merry Christmas




  “Just as no two snowflakes are the same, God created you to be different, too. That’s why you are each unique and beautiful. If you ever forget, these may remind you,” she explained.




  “Thank you, Aunt Maude,” the girls said in chorus. And each gave her soft wrinkled cheek a kiss.




  They couldn’t know that it would be Great-aunt Maude’s last Christmas with them. Or that someday, each of their special snowflakes would reveal its secret, just when it was needed most.




  Carole




  by Sherry Derr-Wille




  Chapter 1




  Christmas Eve, 2005




  Mountain Glen, Colorado




  As I looked out the front window, the snow-covered landscape attested to the fact it was Christmas Eve. It made me think back to my childhood and how special this night always seemed. Then, not only did I look forward to Santa Claus and the presents from my family, but also my birthday gifts. Being born on Christmas Eve might have its disadvantages for some, but for me it was a double blessing. I always received twice as many presents as my sisters and cousins. Of course, they had birthdays in other months during the year, but they never seemed this special.




  I listened as the clock struck three, making me wonder why I’d even bothered to continue winding it. The only thing its chimes indicated was the passing of even more lonely hours.




  It felt like only yesterday when I’d gotten the call saying Gary, my husband of thirty-six years, was killed in an industrial accident. I was still dealing with the fact I was mad as hell about him leaving me to face a life alone. That damn clock chimed every hour and dinged the half hour and did nothing but remind me of my loss.




  As I looked around the room and saw all the same decorations that were always up, I wondered why I’d done it this year. It certainly wasn’t for the children. Last year at this time, Brandon told us he would be going to Iraq in March. That announcement certainly wrecked my Christmas. Iraq is a million miles away and I worry every day about him being wounded or worse yet killed. Of course, his wasn’t the only announcement being made. Amanda told us she and her husband were moving to Maine where he’d taken a job.




  What has happened to my family? Gary is resting in the cemetery across town; Brandon’s fighting thousands of miles away from home and Amanda is starting her own Christmas traditions. She asked me to fly out and spend Christmas with them, but the cost made that out of the question. It’s not like when Gary was alive. Now I have to watch every penny I spend. Of course, with this latest storm, I’m glad I declined the offer. I’ve been watching the Weather Channel as well as the news and saw that there were tons of people stranded in airports from Denver to New York. It would have been my luck to be one of them. What a way to spend Christmas, to say nothing of my birthday.




  The phone rang and I was relieved. The last thing I needed was to get more maudlin than I already was. After all, it was just another day I’d spend alone in the lifetime of lonely days that stretched ahead of me.




  “Merry Christmas,” I answered, hoping my voice sounded more upbeat than I actually felt.




  “Happy Birthday,” my oldest sister, Allegra, greeted me. “What are you doing tonight?”




  “Not much. Did you just get in?” I knew she was flying in from California for Christmas. To be truthful, I’d expected her to call earlier than this.




  “My flight was delayed and I just arrived. Things here have been hectic with helping Mama get ready for tomorrow. Of course, you didn’t answer my question. What are you doing tonight?”




  “I’m sure Amanda will call. I’m beginning to wish I’d stretched my budget and taken her up on her offer. Other than the money it would have cost, I didn’t think I wanted to be away from this house for the holidays. I don’t know, maybe I still believe in Christmas miracles and expect Gary to come back from the dead.”




  “I guess I can understand the way you’re feeling, but we both know it won’t happen. It’s been almost a year. It’s time for you to stop moping around and get back into life. For starters, Mama’s expecting you to come over for Christmas tomorrow. Melody and Mike will be here. It seems like the family dwindles a bit every year. I’ll even make you an angel food cake like Mama always did for your birthday.”




  “There’s no need to go to such a fuss. I’m a big girl now and I know that the world doesn’t revolve around me. It’s just another day as far as I’m concerned.”




  “Look, maybe you can feed that tired old line to someone else, but not to me. Your birthday has always been special to all of us because it falls on Christmas Eve. Now, I expect you here by noon for Christmas dinner. If you’re not, I’ll just have to come over there and drag you back here myself, and you know I don’t have time for such foolishness.”




  “I guess you’re right. I have been sitting here thinking about myself for far too long. I’ll see you early tomorrow, around noon, and I’ll bring my sweet potato pie.”




  I couldn’t help but think of Christmases past, when Gary had been by my side at the annual gathering at Mother’s house. I didn’t know which was worse, enduring Christmas with my mother or Gary’s comments about how awkward I was. I loved Gary with all my heart, but his teasing sometimes tried my patience to the limit. As for Mother, I think she would have been much happier if I’d stayed at home and sent Gary over alone.




  I decided not to dwell on the past and took a moment to look at the tree. I mean really look at it, like I was seeing it for the first time. Rather than being piled high with presents for the kids, the only gifts that remained were the ones I would be taking to Mother’s. Everything else had been shipped out weeks before. Of course, there were presents from Amanda and Brandon, but I promised myself not to open them until after I’d had my supper and was sitting in front of the gas fireplace with a Tom and Jerry in hand. I certainly do miss when we used to have a real fire in the fireplace, but Gary and I decided years ago we didn’t want to deal with the mess and had the gas log installed. This was one Christmas Eve when I needed the fortification of the rum and brandy to face the holiday alone.




  As I looked at the tree, the small snowflake caught my eye. I was only eight when Great-aunt Maude gave all of us one. Each of them is as different as we are, but mine always seemed to be the most special. I reached out to touch the highly-starched and glittered creation and could feel Great-aunt Maude’s presence in the room. Just as no two snowflakes are the same, God created you to be different, too. That’s why you are each unique and beautiful. If you ever forget, these may remind you.




  The sound of Great-aunt Maude’s voice in my ear came as a bit of a shock. It had been 1958 when she’d spoken those words as she gave each of us our snowflakes. How could that memory be so fresh forty-seven years later?




  Look around you, my dear. You are special, but you’ve been hiding away for the past year. This is not the kind of behavior I expected of you, and your father is upset by it as well. Enjoy the holiday, but after the first of the year, start to live again. There is something or maybe someone waiting for you around the next corner, and by the way, Happy Birthday.




  I continued to stare at the snowflake as though in disbelief of the words I’d heard within the confines of my mind. Was it possible that on this special night, Great-aunt Maude had made her presence known?




  Rather than dwell on it, I decided I should do something and tonight was as good a time as any. Instead of making a Tom and Jerry, I headed for the shower. After changing into something other than sweats, I prepared to go to church. I knew that was where I should start. After Gary’s funeral, I hadn’t attended services the way I used to. It was just too lonely without Gary by my side. For a while my friends in the congregation called, but even that had stopped. Tonight, I decided, was the perfect time to begin my new life.




  * * * *




  I pulled into the parking lot at three forty-five. Foolishly, I figured that would give me enough time to slip into church and not have to face the mob of people who would be arriving closer to the starting time of four.




  To my amazement, the lot was over half full. I almost turned around, but decided against it. Great-aunt Maude said Daddy was upset by my behavior and I knew both of them were right. It was now or never.




  Carefully, I picked my way across the snow and ice-encrusted parking lot as I hurried toward the warmth of the church. Once inside, old friends greeted me with great sincerity.




  “I’m so pleased to see you here,” May Belle Adams declared, as she hugged me.




  May Belle was the oldest member of the congregation and her voice sounded strangely like Great-aunt Maude’s had earlier.




  “Please come and sit with me,” May Belle said. “It does my old heart good just having you here. I know what it’s like to lose your way. The good Lord knows I lost mine after my first husband died.”




  “It was hard to come back here alone,” I confessed.




  “I can certainly understand that, but now that you’ve found your way here, it will be easier. It’s time you got out and moved on with your life. I know I did. It took me a while, but after Willard died, I fell in love and married three more times. Each one was better than the last and I made the most of life. You should too.”




  The service began, but May Belle’s words continued to echo in my head. The service was the same as it always was, but for some reason, the songs they sang seemed extra special to me that night. When the pastor began his sermon, it was as though the birth of Christ and the birth of Carole were intermingled. For the second time, on a Christmas Eve night, I was being born. My life stretched ahead of me and the past became only a pleasant memory.




  ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~




  Chapter 2




  Christmas morning dawned bright. The sun reflecting off the snow told me I would have fun driving to Mother’s for Christmas dinner, even if it was only thirty miles away. I’d never enjoyed driving with the glare on the snow hurting my eyes. Of course, Gary always used to tell me that I needed my sunglasses on days like today, but even they didn’t offer the protection I felt I needed.




  I was just getting ready to walk out the door when the phone rang. “Merry Christmas,” I answered, trying to sound cheerful. Whoever was on the other end of the line didn’t matter, they were going to make me late, and being late when I went to Christmas at Mother’s was unacceptable.




  “Merry Christmas to you too, Carole,” my friend Nancy greeted me. “I saw you in church last night, but I didn’t get a chance to talk to you. Are you at all interested in working full-time?”




  Nancy’s question caught me completely off-guard. “Well…I…ah…have been thinking about it, but who would hire me at my age? Everyone wants sweet young things they can chase around the desk. With my knee replacement, I’m afraid my running days are over. I’m not saying I couldn’t use the money I’d make working full-time. My position now doesn’t pay much over minimum wage. The only thing it accomplishes is getting me out of the house on a regular basis.” Lord knows Gary did everything in his power to tie up my money. Working to make ends meet was something I had to do rather than wanted to do.




  “Well, if you’re thinking about it, I’d like you to stop by the office on Tuesday. I have calling you on my to-do list for Tuesday morning, but then I saw you last night and took a chance on you being home this morning. I got word on Friday that we need an administrative assistant.”




  “What made you think of me?” I asked, completely bewildered by this conversation.




  “I have orders from on high not to even post the position until I can see if I can find an older gal to fill it. In the past three years, we’ve had six different girls in that office. The first one couldn’t take the pressure, the second and third got married, the fourth and fifth got pregnant and the last one is moving to Florida with her husband. We need someone with experience who won’t get pregnant, married or have to move out of state. The way I see it, we need you. You have tons of experience and even if Gary were still alive, you wouldn’t be getting pregnant. Besides, the pay and benefits are great.”




  “I’ll think about it. If I’m not knocking your door down at nine on Tuesday morning, I’ll call to say it just wasn’t for me, but you’ve given me something to think about.”




  I hung up the phone, slightly irritated at being late, but glad I didn’t let the machine pick up. With the cost of health care going through the roof, I needed benefits, especially considering I had a good ten years of work ahead of me before I’d be able to qualify for Medicare.




  * * * *




  A glance at the dashboard clock told me I wasn’t going to be in my mother’s good graces this Christmas. Since it was now five minutes to twelve and Mother always planned dinner for twelve thirty, I would be arriving just in time to sit down. One thing was for sure, I knew they wouldn’t eat without me since I was bringing the sweet potato pie.




  The street in front of Mother’s house was lined with cars, leaving the only parking spot three blocks away. By the time I maneuvered the snow and ice-covered sidewalk, Mother was glaring at me from the living room window.




  “I really planned to be on time,” I said, making my apology the best I could as I entered the house. “I got a phone call just as I was leaving.”




  “Couldn’t you have let the machine pick up?” my mother asked.




  “I could have, but it turned out to be a very important call.” I wondered why I started to feel like a little girl whenever Mother questioned me about things like being late. It wasn’t like I’d been out on a date and missed curfew. I’m fifty-five years old, for Pete’s sake, and a widow with grown children to boot. I wouldn’t have been late if it hadn’t been for Nancy’s phone call and the fact I had to walk three blocks carrying a box of gifts and sweet potato pie.




  “More important than Christmas? Really, Carole, you were much better at being places on time before Gary died.”




  “It’s okay, Mama,” Allegra said. “The important thing is that Carole is here now and we can celebrate Christmas and her birthday.”




  Allegra hugged me, and suddenly being late wasn’t such a big deal. Maybe I was more prompt when Gary was alive, but that was to offset the fact he was usually late for everything. I always had to tell him we needed to be places at least an hour prior to the actual time to get him going. Was it possible I was picking up his bad habits at this late date?




  Allegra took the casserole from me and disappeared into the kitchen, while I deposited my gifts under the tree with all the others that were already there. After I took my coat to the closet, I came out to the kitchen to see what I could do to help.




  “Why don’t you start taking these bowls into the dining room?” Allegra suggested. “You know Mama; she wants the table to look perfect before everyone sits down.”




  “Not the dreaded picture of the table again?” I groaned. When I was a kid we always had to take a picture of the table before we all sat down to eat. It was a real pain in the drain, if you catch my drift. Just last year we were going through some old pictures and found dozens of shots of tables set for dinner. If the processing company hadn’t put on the dates, we wouldn’t have known which holiday we were celebrating. They all looked the same. Of course, they should; they were all taken of the same table with the same dishes. Only the centerpieces were different.




  “That looks wonderful,” Mother declared. “Now, Carole, why don’t you get up on a chair and take the picture? You know it always looks better when it’s taken from that height. As much as I grouse, you are the only one in this family who could ever take a decent picture of the table. I guess you get that talent from your father. Where you get your tardiness from is beyond me, though. I know we both taught you to be on time.”




  “I explained all that, Mother. If it hadn’t been for that phone call, I would have been on time. Add to that the fact I had to park three blocks away and…”




  “Ladies don’t make empty excuses. I certainly don’t know how any phone call you might have gotten on Christmas morning could be that important.”




  My blood started to boil and, for the first time in my life, I decided to stand up for myself. “If you must know, the call was from my friend Nancy. She works in the HR department of Janish Industries, and she was calling to see if I would be interested in working full-time. The pay and benefits are good and…”




  Again my mother cut me short. “Decent ladies don’t work full-time. In my day, a woman’s place was in the home taking care of her family, not out traipsing around the countryside pretending to be something she isn’t.”




  “Well, Mother, it’s not your day. It’s mine and I don’t have a family at home to care for. When Gary was alive it didn’t matter, but now I need more out of my life than a few hours a week at a low-paying job. I need the money, and Nancy’s offer sounds great. I only have a few more months when I can get benefits through Gary’s former employer. This job is perfect. If they hire me, I’ll be earning a good salary and will have insurance. It’s better than sitting at home waiting for someone who isn’t coming back.”




  “Well, I guess that’s your decision to make; it certainly wouldn’t be mine. When your father died, I would have starved before I’d have gone out into the workplace.”




  “Things are different now, Mom,” Melody said, coming to my rescue. “You never worked, and by the time Dad died, you were old enough to retire. Carole certainly isn’t that old, and she won’t be able to collect on Gary’s pension until she’s fifty-nine and a half. If she does, the taxes and penalties will kill her.”




  Mother held up her hand. It was evident she’d wearied of this conversation. “If Carole doesn’t take that picture, we won’t ever get to eat and I’m starving.”




  I turned to look at the chair Mother pulled away from the table and realized there was no way on God’s good earth that I was going to stand on it to take a picture. Since my knee replacement, the most I ever do is climb up on a step stool in order to get down my food processor. There’s no way that I can make my knee work well enough to get up on a chair.




  “Someone else is going to have to take the picture. I don’t think I can get up there, not with my knee.”




  “But you took the picture last year,” Mother protested.




  “No, I didn’t. Last year Gary took the picture, just like he’s taken the picture every year since Dad died.”




  “Here,” my brother-in-law Mike said, intervening on my behalf. “Let me take the picture.”




  “But you don’t take pictures as well as Carole does,” Mother whined. I always hated it when she whined.




  “I teach photography, and besides, it’s my camera. I think I can manage a picture of the Christmas table. These new digital cameras let any fool take a good one. If the first doesn’t turn out, it can be deleted and another one taken.”




  Before Mother could protest, Mike climbed on the chair and took the shot. When he got back down, we all checked the screen and declared it perfect.




  “I’ll email everyone a copy. Now, can we eat? I’m starving.”




  Everyone laughed, but I saw nothing funny about the situation. Mother was going senile, and the business with the photo seemed downright annoying. I knew I would be deleting the dreaded thing as soon as it showed up in my inbox.




  As usual, dinner was a long, drawn-out affair. Mother liked to orchestrate things just her way and she made no bones about it. I knew if we’d had this at my house, I would have the food put out on the counter and had everyone go through a buffet line, but we weren’t at my house. Mother insisted that the food had to be at the table with everyone seated to pass things clockwise. God forbid that someone would send something counterclockwise and mess up the flow.




  There’s also the order in which things are passed. Everything starts with Mother. She sends around the potatoes first, followed by the gravy boat. Then come the rolls followed by the meat, vegetables and lastly the salad. Each place is set with a large plate and a small one for the rolls, complete with one pat of butter. Don’t even get me started about the butter. The world would certainly come to an end if anyone wanted more than one pat for their dinner roll.




  In the old days, the children sat at the kids’ table on the sun porch. Of course, now the children are grown and don’t come for Christmas dinner, or any holiday dinner for that matter. They’re all spread six ways to Sunday across the country.




  I was thrilled when dinner finally ended and the dishes were cleared. I knew there would be no presents until we finished the dishes. Thank goodness for the dishwasher Allegra had bought and had installed for Mother two years before. It cut the work almost in half. The worst part of the entire process was putting the food away. I always dreaded doing it, because there never seemed to be enough containers for the amount of leftovers.




  “You girls certainly must have done a sloppy job in the kitchen,” Mother greeted us as we finally came into the living room for the opening of the gifts. “In my day, cleaning up after dinner took the better part of an hour.”




  “In your day, you didn’t have a dishwasher,” Melody pointed out. “Besides, Allegra had the kitchen spotless before we sat down to eat. There were hardly any big things to wash. The worst part was putting away the food.”




  “I just don’t trust that dishwasher. When I was your age, a woman took pride in her kitchen and how clean her dishes were. My friend Martha got a dishwasher and she said it left spots on her dishes and some of the food didn’t come off. She washed all her dishes before she ever put them in that machine and I was always afraid to eat anything at her house for fear that the dishes weren’t clean.”




  I wanted to laugh in Mother’s face, but I didn’t. Martha got her dishwasher in the early sixties and was one of the first people in town to have one. The technology wasn’t nearly as good as it is now and therefore she had problems from the get-go with it. In the end, she rarely used it, much to her husband’s displeasure. Of course that was forty years ago, and Martha had been dead for the last thirty of those years. Everything changes, except Mother. She’s a constant. I guess we love her for being who she is, but sometimes it’s hard to love someone who is always criticizing me.




  Once we were all settled in the living room, Mike distributed the presents. That year my gifts looked pretty sparse, since I was counting every penny. I’d made everyone hand-crocheted doilies. I remember when Great-aunt Maude insisted I learn how to crochet. At the time, I thought it was the most boring thing in the world, but as I got older I perfected the art until I can produce some pretty amazing pieces. For the guys, I got gift cards from Sears. I always think that’s pretty universal. If they aren’t into tools, they have to have clothes; at least that’s my philosophy.




  My sisters are just as practical as I am, and my presents included gift cards to my favorite coffee shop as well as to the mall. I can do some serious damage with these bad boys.




  At last came the gifts we all dreaded getting, the ones from Mother. Mike got a pair of hand-knit socks, and I’m certain there were a pair in my son’s Christmas box as well. I mean, who wears hand-knit socks in this day and age? If I’m not wrong, they have several pairs of the darn things stashed away in drawers, that is, if they haven’t given them to Goodwill. Maybe some poor homeless guy would appreciate them, but not Mike and Brandon. They are far too worldly to understand the amount of time that goes into making a pair of socks. Oh well, Mother didn’t make these. I happen to know that she pulled socks out of Dad’s drawer and gave them to the boys.




  Allegra opened her gift and oohed and ahed over the vase I’d given Mother three years earlier for her birthday. Melody got some mukluk slippers I knew Mother had been hoarding since the seventies. I was the last to open my gifts and of course, there were two of them, one for Christmas and one for my birthday. My Christmas gift was a white linen tablecloth that had belonged Nana. If I wasn’t mistaken, this was the one with the cigar burn on one end and the wine stain on the other. For my birthday, there was a box of chocolates. I was almost afraid to open them. When I did, I knew they’d be white with age.




  The afternoon wore on until early evening. No one was interested in supper since dinner was so late, on account of me, Mother kept reminding me. Even though she tried to send home leftovers, I declined. That’s the last thing I needed cluttering up my refrigerator. Cooking for one was a challenge and I found I had more leftovers than anything else. I’d put them in the refrigerator, and a month later throw them out since they’d started growing green hair.




  I made the excuse that I didn’t like driving after dark and made my exit just before four. In reality, I left to preserve my sanity. Mike helped me take my packages to the car.




  “At least you got something edible,” he teased.




  “Don’t count on it. Russell Stover hasn’t had this design on the box for the last ten years. Either these things are hard as rocks or they’re white and moldy. Either way, I’ll be getting rid of them as soon as I get home. And don’t even get me started about the tablecloth. I know it’s the one we always used for Christmas at Nana’s. I remember when Uncle George spilled the wine on it. That stain never came out and then there was the place where Baba burned a hole in it with his cigar. Just once I wish she’d give us gifts that weren’t recycled.”




  “At least you don’t get hand-knit socks. I didn’t know she still made them, but on closer inspection, I noticed they have a hole in the toe. I think they were your dad’s.”




  “I know they were Dad’s. Mother doesn’t throw anything away.”




  “Speaking of throwing things away, did you ever get rid of Gary’s stuff?”




  I nodded my head, fighting back the tears. “I knew I had to. If I’d kept them around, I would never have accepted his death. I divided up the stuff between Goodwill, the Salvation Army and the Easter Seal Foundation. They had a clothing drive right after he died. At least someone will have them who’ll really appreciate them.”




  “You are very generous and thoughtful. Are you really considering going to work full-time?”




  “There’s not much to consider. I need more than the few hours a week I’m getting now. As it is, I’m paying almost six hundred a month for my insurance. This job would provide it for me. It’s time I got off my duff and did something productive. Moping around won’t bring Gary back, at least that’s what Allegra says.”




  “I’ll keep my fingers crossed for you. Let us know how things work out.”




  After getting a hug and a peck on the cheek, I got in my car and headed for home. A few snowflakes began to fall, and I was glad I wouldn’t be making the drive after sundown. I honestly dreaded coming home to a dark house. Since I hadn’t planned to stay so late, I hadn’t thought to leave on any lights.




  It would have been nice to come home to a lit Christmas tree, but since we always got a real one, it was too much of a fire hazard, especially since this one had been dropping needles for a week. I decided to take it down the next day and then hit the day-after-Christmas sales. I smiled as I made the decision that it was time for me to get an artificial tree. To hell with the traditions I’d made with Gary; I was on the verge of starting a new life with my own Christmas traditions.




  ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~




  Chapter 3




  With all the cleaning and shopping I did on Monday, I certainly expected to sleep better than I did. My mind was filled with job interviews and then the horrible thought that I didn’t even have a decent resume.




  I finally got up at four and started writing down everything I thought should be in a resume. Then I went on the Internet and found a program I could download on a trial basis. Of course, once I started doing the fill-in-the-blanks, I realized that my experience was pretty limited. I was a good typist, a people person and I was organized. Those were the only skills my part-time job required. What if this new position includes taking dictation? I certainly wasn’t ready to sit on anyone’s knee and besides, I got a D in shorthand in high school.




  By seven I was showered and standing in front of my closet trying to figure out what I should wear to an interview. The first thing to catch my eye was the moleskin suit that I’d bought several years earlier. That always looked nice, and I had just the perfect blouse to go with it. After putting it on, I experienced second thoughts. I’d lost quite a bit of weight since Gary’s death and the skirt practically fell off my hips. To make matters worse, it was almost down to my ankles. It certainly wasn’t what one wore when they wanted to make a good impression.




  I finally decided on the black slacks that I’d purchased a month before because nothing else I owned fit me anymore, and a red blouse, topped off with the black blazer I got for little of nothing on sale. The mirror told me I didn’t look too bad for an old gal. Of course there was the business of my hair, but I certainly didn’t have time to color it. Besides, Nancy had said they were looking for a more mature worker, not some floozy with dyed hair.




  By the time I got back out to the kitchen to have breakfast, I realized I still had two hours before I had to be at Janish Industries. What in the world would I do for two hours? After looking at the box of cold cereal in the cupboard, I decided I was going to take myself out for breakfast. If I was planning to start a new life, I might as well do it up right. The shop where I like to get my coffee was well known for the great breakfasts they served. It would just be easier to go out and use up my gift card.




  After throwing my make-up bag into my purse, I headed to the garage and pushed the button to open the door. I was hit with a cold blast of air and wondered why anyone in their right mind lived in Colorado in the winter. I’ve lived here all my life, and I’m not enamored with the cold weather, especially not now that I’m getting older.




  The snow that was falling when I’d come home had stopped and I realize I should have spent the early morning hours out shoveling my sidewalks rather than putting on my own private fashion show in order to decide exactly what to wear. Oh well, there would be plenty of time to take care of that once I got home in the afternoon. For now I needed food and coffee, definitely coffee. Too bad it couldn’t have been something stronger to give me the strength I needed for this interview.




  Just thinking about the amount of shoveling I’d need to do when I got home made me take the long way to the coffee shop. There were a lot of new condos going up on the north side of town. Maybe that was what I needed. The house was too large for me alone and it held far too many memories of Gary and the kids. Maybe I should think about selling it. They say one should stay for a year. It was time for me to start making some decisions on my own.




  The coffee shop was packed, but I was able to find a table. I no more than sat down than someone came up to me. “Do you mind if I join you? This place is really full today and I’m in a rush, as usual.”




  I looked up, surprised to see Nancy standing beside me. “Sure, not a problem. I decided I’d treat myself this morning. Cold cereal just didn’t seem to be the way to start the day when I’m getting ready for an interview.”




  “Then you’re on your way to my office? That’s great. I was hoping you’d say yes. I talked to the boss yesterday and he agreed that if you’re willing to come to work for us, there is a place for you.”




  Nancy’s statement bewildered me. “How does he know about me?”




  “From me, silly. I called him yesterday and told him all about you. Before you ask, who do you think told me that you’d be perfect for this job?”




  “I don’t know, who?”




  “Your boss, Janna. We’re good friends and we were having lunch together on Saturday when I told her of this pickle management put me in. There just aren’t a lot of older women out there looking for work, especially the job I have open. Janna told me that she felt you’d outgrown your job with her and that she thought you would be the perfect candidate, since she can’t offer you full-time or benefits.”




  I was flabbergasted. My boss had suggested me. I knew it wasn’t because she wanted to get rid of me, but instead she was genuinely concerned.




  “So, who would I be working for?”




  “The new manager of the company, Paul Janish. His father retired a few years back. Can you imagine being able to retire at fifty-five? Since Paul took over, there’s been a steady stream of girls, but I told you that on Sunday. Anyway, the current girl told us that Friday will be her last day and we need someone PDQ. Mark, that’s the company’s founder, got together with Paul and me and laid down the law. He told his son he didn’t need someone who is only there for window dressing and as far as he was concerned, the position had gone to hell in a handbasket since he retired. He told me to find someone and quick and have her ready to start at eight next Tuesday morning. I told him that I’d see what I could do but with the holiday, I didn’t think I’d be able to contact anyone until today. Wouldn’t you know, he called me yesterday at home and asked what I’d found out. I told him that you were coming in for an interview today and he said ‘By all means, hire her. I don’t care what it takes.’ That was the end of our conversation. So, are you interested?”




  I shook my head to get rid of the cobwebs that were now entangled with all of this information. Never before had anyone wanted me for anything other than baking cookies and running the bake sale for the church bazaar or the scouts.




  “I guess I am ready for a change. I even got up early this morning to write a resume.”




  “Good, then we can go to the office from here. I’ll just give Paul and Mark a call and have them meet us in my office. I think this will work out great.”




  “Whoa, what about training? If this girl is leaving on Friday, don’t I need to train with her or something?”




  “Not really. That is, unless you want a crash course in personal phone calls, gum snapping and applying nail polish. That’s about all she was able to accomplish on her own. The only time she did any actual work was when Paul hovered over her, showing her what to do. She was a real piece of work, but of course so have all the others been. I just know you can bring some order to that position. I have a handbook in my office that outlines the duties, not that anyone has read it in the past three years. If this one hadn’t quit, we were going to have to fire her. There’s work that just isn’t getting done.”




  The description of my predecessor would have been funny, if it didn’t hurt her employers so much. She had to be a real ditz, but then wasn’t that what most places wanted, some sweet young thing who enjoyed being fawned over by the boss?




  The waitress took our orders and I tried to concentrate on my coffee rather than listen in while Nancy placed calls to Mark and Paul on her cell phone. I had to admit my anxiety level had jumped about fifty points in the last few minutes. It was one thing to go to an interview with an old friend, but to have not only the man who was going to be my boss but also the owner of the company there was another thing altogether.




  * * * *




  I’d driven past Janish Industries many times in the past and had always been impressed by the beauty of the architecture. Never in my wildest dreams did I think I’d ever set foot inside the beautiful glass-front building, much less apply for a job there.




  I parked in a space marked visitor while Nancy pulled into one with her name on it. “Well, here we are,” she said, once she walked over to where I was parked.




  “I’ve always considered this one of the most impressive buildings in town,” I commented, still awe-struck by its beauty.




  “I know, everyone does. It was Mark’s design and dream. His plan was to build up the business and then turn it over to Paul. Once he did that, he was planning to do a lot of traveling with Christine. On the first trip they took, Christine suffered a massive heart attack and died. I think Mark would like to come back to work, but he doesn’t want to spoil things for Paul. All in all, Paul’s doing a good job here and will do a much better one once he has an administrative assistant he can depend on.”




  “I hope I’m the person to fill that job,” I said, surprised that I actually meant the words I was saying.




  Inside the elegant lobby, a gigantic Christmas tree reached all the way to the peak of the vaulted ceiling.




  “Good morning, Nancy,” the girl behind the desk greeted her. “Should I let Paul and Mark know you’re in?”




  “Give us a couple of minutes to get our coats off. I assume they’re both here?”




  “They were in at seven, according to the electronic log in sheet. When I got here, Paul had left me a message to let him know the minute you walked in the door. He really seemed anxious to see you.”




  “Well, like I said. We need a couple of minutes and then you can let him know we’ve arrived.”




  The girl nodded her agreement and we headed toward the bank of elevators to the right of the reception desk. Inside the elevator, the mirrored walls that surrounded us reflected my indecision about this new turn my life was taking.




  The doors opened on the sixth floor and we stepped into a second lobby and were greeted by yet another receptionist. Nancy acknowledged her greeting with a smile and a nod as she hurried toward her office with me trailing behind like a little lost puppy. Halfway down the hall, she slipped her key into the lock of a door with her name on it in gold lettering.




  As soon as we walked in, I gasped at the view from the wall of windows that faced the mountains.




  “Can you put our coats in the closet while I get a pot of coffee started?” Nancy asked, handing me hers. “If I know Mark and Paul, they’ll want some as soon as they get here.”




  The very fact that her office had a closet was impressive. At my part-time job, I usually hung my coat over the back of a chair and called it good enough. When I opened the door she indicated, I was ten times more impressed. It opened into a walk-in closet with one wall of shelves for office supplies plus space for hanging clothing directly across from it.




  After I hung up our coats and took a really good look around the closet that rivaled anything I had at home, I turned back toward Nancy’s office. As I did, I saw two men enter the room to join us.




  “Mark and Paul Janish, this is my friend Carole Olson. I’ve known her for years and her current employer recommended her highly for this position.”




  “How do you feel about working here?” the younger of the two men asked.




  For a moment, I wanted to bolt out the door. It amazed me to hear the words, “I need to do something different with my life and I feel I’m up to the challenge.”




  “That’s good,” the older of the two men said. “My son thought he needed a young girl in his office and found out most of them were little more than twits. Now he’s finally listening to me. I think a more mature worker is exactly what he needs.”




  A more mature worker? Is that what I am? Of course I am. I’m fifty-five years old and a widow to boot. I’m not just mature, I’m downright old.




  “You’re working part-time now, is that correct?” Paul questioned. “Are you willing to work full-time?”




  “Yes, I am. In the past, my husband’s salary was sufficient to support us, but now that I’m alone, I need a real job. I also need benefits, since my husband’s COBRA will run out in a few months.” I couldn’t help but wonder where these strange words were coming from. They couldn’t be from me. Maybe my father was putting them in my mind as well as my mouth from beyond the grave. He always did say that I should stand up for myself more often.




  “Well then,” Mark said. “I don’t think we have anything else to discuss. Can you start a week from today?”




  “I-I guess I can.”




  “Good!” Mark declared.




  “The hours are from eight to five with an hour for lunch,” Paul advised me. “We’ll see you then.”




  Both men got to their feet and, after shaking hands with me, they left the room.




  “What just happened here?” I asked Nancy.




  “You just got hired and I couldn’t be happier. I’ve been trying to get Paul to employ more mature people and now he’s finally come around to see that I’m right.”




  “So what else do I have to know?”




  “The pay is fifteen dollars an hour; the dress code is business casual; on Friday you can wear jeans, and you’ll be assigned a parking spot in the lot. The one thing I can tell you with great certainty is that you should come ready to straighten up the mess.”




  “Whew!” I exclaimed. “That’s a lot to comprehend. I’ve never made more than ten dollars an hour in my life to say nothing of having full benefits. How long before I can drop the COBRA?”




  “We’ll get the paperwork started today. Unlike some companies, we only expect you to work for us for a month before you get your benefits. The preexisting clause won’t affect you because you’re covered by your husband’s insurance now. I’d say that by the first week in February, you’ll be completely covered by medical and dental.”




  To say I was flabbergasted was a gross under-exaggeration. I certainly never expected things to turn around this quickly. On the contrary, I was expecting this to require at least three months to complete. It didn’t take me long to start filling out the necessary paperwork so I could start next Tuesday morning.
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