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To my Uncle Harry,

who was the best Santa Claus Northport ever had.
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Chapter One



The bus door opened with a pneumatic whoosh, alongside the Mega-Pumper gas station, and expelled my twelve-year-old stepdaughter Marlie and me on the exhale. Marlie juggled her backpack and fashionably tiny purse while I schlepped a weekender and my tote bag.

We were the last two passengers, arriving in a place where neither of us wanted to be—my hometown of Bent Tree Creek, California—and as we stood there on the asphalt, our ears stinging from a snow-laced breeze and our most recent scathing argument, my heart attempted a swan dive and belly flopped instead.

“It so seriously sucks that we don’t even have a car,” Marlie said. Toes curled over the edge of the precipice between childhood and raging adolescence, she’d recently morphed from a sweet and very girly girl into the reigning mistress of hormonal contempt.

I raised the collar of my too-thin coat against the bitter cold and stifled a sigh. These days Marlie did enough sighing for both of us, but it wasn’t as if she didn’t have reason. Her dad and my husband, Craig Wagner, had been killed in the crash of a small private plane eighteen months before. Since then, we’d lost a lot—the beach bungalow in San Diego, the family printing business, two cars, and a lot of illusions.

At least I’d lost my illusions. Marlie was still clinging to hers, and who could blame her? She was so very young, and the world she’d known before Craig’s death had collapsed around her.

Her Real Mother—recently, Marlie had taken to capitalizing the words every time she uttered them, lest I think for one moment she was talking about me, mama non grata—worked as a pole dancer in some second-rate club in Reno, when she wasn’t in rehab for alcohol and/or drugs. Brenda, stage name: Bambi, was a subject we mostly avoided.

“Yes,” I agreed, remembering my vintage MG roadster with a pang. “It sucks that we don’t have a car.” My eyes burned, but it wasn’t an opportune time to cry. I had two rules about shedding tears: I had to be alone, and I had five minutes to feel sorry for myself, max. At first, when I’d found out Craig had let all but one of his life insurance policies lapse, lied to me about our financial situation in general, and left us with a pile of debt, I’d actually set one of those little electronic kitchen timers to make sure I didn’t go over the time limit for helpless weeping.

Of course there had been good times with Craig—he’d been handsome, funny, and full of life, but now those things seemed more like half-forgotten dreams than reality.

While the bus driver unloaded the rest of our earthly belongings—stuffed into four large suitcases and two moving boxes sealed with copious amounts of duct tape—Marlie took in her new surroundings.

It was 4:30 on a late-November afternoon, and Bent Tree Creek wasn’t exactly the western version of a Norman Rockwell village, the way I remembered it. The town is rimmed by pine forests on three sides, but between the exhaust fumes from the bus and the gasoline odor from the Mega-Pumper, I couldn’t catch even a whiff of evergreen.

“Is somebody coming to get us or are we just going to stand here all night?” Marlie pressed, peevish. I knew she was tired, hungry, and scared, and I wanted to reassure her, not let her see that I was pretty much in the same uncertain place at the moment.

I moved to touch her shoulder, but then thought better of the gesture. Seven years before, when Craig and I got married, following a too-short courtship, Marlie was only five, a gawky little thing with moppet eyes and a lisp. After an initial and entirely natural period of wariness, she’d accepted me as an understudy for the role of Mom, but now I wasn’t even in the running for the part.

Don’t call us, we’ll call you.

Lately, it seemed she blamed me for everything, from the federal deficit to our present situation. Oh, yes. If it hadn’t been for me, Marlie Rose Wagner would be living the perfect life.

“I want to go to Reno and move in with Mom,” Marlie said.

I bit my lower lip and refrained from pointing out the obvious flaws in that fantasy. Brenda/Bambi had abandoned Marlie when she was two—Craig had come home to find his daughter wailing in a playpen in their apartment, wearing a soggy diaper and waving a long-empty bottle. Brenda hadn’t been back since, and except for the odd email, phone call, birthday card, or box of Christmas candy, she never initiated any sort of contact.

Emotionally, I was on the ragged edge. Once I’d been so sure of myself—singing all the time and indulging in one of my favorite hobbies, trying new recipes. Converting standard comfort foods to low-fat, low-calorie versions, much to the delight of my friends, who were all busy career women on diets.

Where had those friends gone?

Where had the joy gone?

When had I stopped singing?

“You know you can’t go to Reno,” I said, bringing myself firmly back into the present moment, difficult as it was, and with hard-won moderation. It would have been easier to point out that Bambi wasn’t exactly in the running for Mother of the Year, or offer the kid a ticket and wish her a good trip, but in the first place, I loved Marlie, even if she wasn’t particularly fond of me, and in the second, we both knew it was a spindly threat. Brenda was too busy being Bambi to bother with a twelve-year-old.

The bus pulled out, flinging back a biting spray of slush.

Cars came and went from the Mega-Pumper.

Families strolled in and out of Roy’s Café, across the street. Old-fashioned bulb lights edged the windows at Roy’s, and maybe it’s an indication of my state of mind that I noticed several of them were burned out.

I began to wonder if Delores had forgotten we were coming.

Delores Sullivan was my dad’s only sister, and my sole living blood relative, but she and I weren’t exactly close. When she’d called in a panic just a week before and asked if I’d come back to Bent Tree Creek and help her run Barrels of Carols, I’d reluctantly agreed. My latest dead-end job had just fizzled and I didn’t have another one on the line—plus, all my friends had either left Southern California or dived into new relationships, leaving me with just acquaintances, so I was at loose ends in more ways than one. Marlie and I had been camping out in a neighbor’s guest house while the family was in Europe, but now the Brittons were back, with a couple of exchange students in tow, and they needed the space.

Meanwhile, back here in the Present Moment, it was getting colder, and darker.

I got out my paid-in-advance cellphone, the last vestige of my old life, and struggled to remember Delores’s number. Like I said, we weren’t close.

The little panel read No service.

I hoped that wasn’t a metaphor—an omen for the way things would go between Delores and me.

“We ought to at least move our stuff,” Marlie said, as the snow began to come down in earnest.

“Good idea,” I answered, injecting a lot of false cheer into my voice, and moved to pick up one of the big suitcases. I tend to think in allegories, and just then, those Vuitton knockoffs seemed like more than containers for my clothes. They were symbols of my personal baggage. I’d gone to college. I’d fallen in love with a man and built a life, made friends. Refined my cooking skills and sung in a community choir.

How could it all have come down to this?

The largest of the bags didn’t have wheels and lifting it was out of the question. I was just starting to drag the thing toward the door of the Mega-Pumper when a blue van whipped into the lot and came to a stop about three feet in front of Marlie and me.

The window on the driver’s side whirred down.

A square-jawed man with ebony eyes and dark hair pulled back into a ponytail looked me over pensively. I felt a visceral zap when our gazes connected and immediately took an inner leap back. Once I’d trusted my instincts, but no more. Craig had cured me of that.

I motioned for Marlie to stay behind me.

“Are you Sarah?” asked the van man. There was something tender and knowing in his eyes, but I saw caution there, too.

I nodded. “Yes.”

Nothing could have prepared me for the sudden flash of his grin. Like a supernova, it transformed his whole face and set something quivering deep inside me. He shoved open the van door and bounded out, one hand extended. Lean and muscular, with an air of controlled power, he wore jeans, a polo shirt, and a battered leather jacket.

“Joe Courtland,” he said. “Delores sent me to pick you up.”

I hesitated, then shook his hand.

He looked past me, grinned at Marlie.

Inside the van, a dog barked, and the faces of two small boys appeared in the window, curious and somehow hopeful.

“Are you a serial killer?” Marlie asked.

“No,” Joe Courtland answered, suppressing another nuclear-powered grin. “I’m a music teacher.”

Serial killers and music teachers weren’t necessarily exclusive, I reasoned, and he was, after all, driving a van. Plus, there was the electricity, a sort of invisible charge in the air that made me want to chase after the departing bus, get back on, and keep going.

“Where’s Delores?” I asked. There might have been some suspicion in my voice. Like I said, my aunt and I hadn’t exactly bonded. I barely knew her, and when I needed her most, she’d shuffled me out of her life so fast it took my breath away.

Joe looked me over thoughtfully, as though taking my measure and finding me a few light-years short of whatever standard he’d had in mind, then rounded the van and pulled open the rear doors. “She broke her ankle yesterday,” he said, tight-jawed, returning and gripping the handles of the two large suitcases. “Then there was a crisis with one of the carolers.”

Delores provided singers for malls, hospitals, office parties, and the like. It was a thriving operation, as I understood it, and with Thanksgiving only a few days away, the heat was probably on. I knew she auditioned people, had them fitted for Victorian costumes, and rented them out. Though the performances were seasonal, the crew rehearsed year-round.

I almost said, “I used to sing.”

“I see,” I said instead, with a corresponding twinge of sympathetic pain in my own ankle. Not to mention my heart. I wondered what Delores had told him about me.

Joe came back for the boxes, one by one.

“I guess if he were a serial killer,” Marlie speculated, whispering, “he wouldn’t have a couple of kids and a dog in his van.”

“Probably not,” I replied.

And so it was decided. We would risk life and limb by accepting a ride.

I sat in front, while Marlie climbed into the back, buckling in beside a German shepherd. The kids, identical twin boys about eight years old, looked nothing like their father. They had thick red hair, copious freckles, and both of them wore glasses.

“My sons,” Joe explained, after getting behind the wheel again. “Ryan and Sam. The furry one with his tongue hanging out is Dodger. He won’t bite, though I can’t make the same promise where the boys are concerned.”

The heat spilling from the vents in the van’s dashboard was bliss. I wondered distractedly where Joe’s wife was and if the kids took after her. Maybe she was home baking pumpkin pies or thawing out a turkey. For some reason, the image made my throat tighten.

“I’m Marlie,” my stepdaughter piped up, evidently speaking to the twins, “and that’s Sarah. She was my dad’s wife until the Cessna he was riding in collided with the side of a mountain.”

A thick silence fell in the backseat and Joe slanted a look in my direction. “Marlie likes to shock people,” I said quietly, after an involuntary wince. If Delores and Joe were good enough friends that she could ask him to fetch a pair of shirttail relatives just spilled out of a bus at the Mega-Pumper, then he probably knew about Craig’s death. Delores had sent a sympathy card, but she hadn’t come to the funeral.

“It’s the truth,” Marlie said.

I leaned back in the seat and closed my eyes, weary to the marrow.

“Our mom died, too,” one of the twins remarked as Joe pulled the van out into the kind of light traffic you might expect in a town that size. Bent Tree Creek is far enough from Sacramento to be semirural, and close enough that it’s rapidly becoming a bedroom community. “She got sick and then she turned purple.”

This time, I was the one slanting the look.

“Hepatitis C,” Joe explained. He must have caught my glance out of the corner of his eye, but he was looking straight ahead. All traces of the grin were gone; the planes of his face seemed grim and angular and I noticed a slight stoop in his broad shoulders.

“I’m sorry,” I told him.

“Me, too,” he answered simply.

“My mother had hepatitis once,” Marlie said.

Yeah, I thought uncharitably, from a needle.

Fortunately, it wasn’t far to Delores’s two-story house.

My aunt was waiting on the covered porch when we pulled into the driveway, leaning on her crutches and looking as though the last thing on earth she wanted was company. Her gray hair was cut in a slanted bob and she wore a bulky pullover top and sweatpants with the right leg cut open to accommodate her cast. Even from a distance, I could see that the plaster had been much-autographed.

Delores had always had a lot of friends.

I just hadn’t been one of them.

She stumped as far as the steps, which looked icy.

“Stay where you are,” Joe ordered cordially, standing on the running board to address her over the roof of the van. “One broken ankle is manageable. Two will put you on bed rest for the whole season.”

Delores conceded the point with a nod and watched warily as I opened the passenger door and climbed out. Marlie followed, in no hurry.

“Cold enough for you?” Delores called. We’d always found it hard to talk to each other, and when we did speak, it was usually in clichés. Keep it superficial; that was the unspoken rule.

I tried to be philosophical. She’d offered me a job and she was taking Marlie and me into her home, and who knew where we’d be if she hadn’t. “Cold as a banker’s heart,” I said, keeping up the tradition.

Even though he’d been occupied unloading the luggage and now carried a suitcase in each hand, Joe still managed to get to the gate in the picket fence before Marlie and I did. He set one bag down to reach over and work the latch and stood back to let us go first.

“Interesting house,” Marlie murmured. It was the first positive thing she’d said since we’d left San Diego a day and a half before, and I was encouraged.

I looked up at the familiar frame structure.

Both Dad and Delores had grown up in that house, and when I was sixteen, and the latest in a long line of stepmothers had just cleaned out the family bank account, Dad and I moved in. My mother died when I was four and I don’t remember anything about her except that she cried a lot and smelled like freshly laundered sheets drying in the sun.

We lived happily in Bent Tree Creek for a couple of years. I went to school, studied hard, and sang with Barrels of Carols—second soprano.

Then it all collapsed. I was a senior, basically just marking time until graduation, since I’d already earned all the necessary credits. Delores and I were getting along, considering the usual teenage stuff.

Then, suddenly, Dad had a heart attack and died. Delores collected the insurance money, handed it over, and sent me off to college early.

I’d come back to visit, once or twice, and Delores was kind to me, in her busy, distracted way, but I didn’t belong. I was obviously in the way, though she’d never said so outright, and I’d been too uncomfortable to stay long.

“Come inside where it’s warm,” Delores urged quietly, snapping me back from the sentimental journey. “And you must be Marlie Rose,” she said, summoning up a smile for my stepdaughter. “It will surely be nice to have a young person around again.”

“We’re young persons,” one of the twins pointed out. They’d both materialized on the porch, along with the dog.

Delores ruffled the boys’ hair fondly. “Yes,” she said, “you are. But you live across the street, so I naturally don’t get to see as much of you as I’d like, and Marlie will be right under this roof.”

I should have been glad she was making Marlie welcome. Instead, I just felt shut out.

“If you people would move,” Joe said, with affable frustration, from the base of the ice-glazed steps, “I could bring in these bags.”

We all trooped into the house, Delores first, hobbling on her crutches, then Marlie, the dog, and the boys. I followed, pausing on the threshold to look back over one shoulder at Joe. Then I raised my eyes to the large but modest house on the other side of the road.

When I lowered my gaze, it collided with Joe’s. Something sparked, then sizzled, and we both looked away quickly.







Chapter Two



Delores’s old-fashioned kitchen, with its outdated appliances and worn linoleum floor, was just as I remembered it. Her familiar discount-store perfume hung wisplike in the air, and the scent of something savory, baking in the oven, made my stomach growl. I was starving after nearly two days of grabbing whatever was available, whatever was cheap, at whatever bus stop we rolled into along the lengthy, diverse, and winding roads between San Diego and Bent Tree Creek.

Delores had set the table with three places, so I guessed Joe and the twins weren’t staying for supper. Oddly, I was both relieved and disappointed. There was something disturbing about Joe. He looked more like the leader of a renegade rock band than a schoolteacher, and I sensed a depth in him that I’d never encountered in another man, certainly not Craig.

For all his charm, Craig had been about as deep as a puddle.

“Take off those coats,” Delores ordered.

I peeled out of mine and so did Marlie. I took them both and hung them on the familiar peg next to the back door.

Joe popped in, got the attention of the boys and the dog with a low whistle through his teeth. “Time to go,” he said. “Homework.”

“Thanks for making the bus run, Joe,” Delores told him.

“We thought he was a serial killer,” Marlie put in, plopping into a chair at the table.

I blushed.

Joe laughed. “Now,” he said, “I’ve heard it all.” He directed his gaze to Delores, fond and full of humor. “If you need anything else, give me a call.”

Delores nodded. “Carolers’ meeting tomorrow morning at ten,” she reminded him.

Joe, the boys, and the dog left in a flurry of noise.

“Sit down,” I told Delores when she started toward the wall oven.

She sat, landing in her chair with a relieved sigh.

“Don’t mind if I do,” she said.

I washed my hands at the sink, scouted up a couple of pot holders, and pulled the casserole from the oven. The smell was delicious. Someone cares, it said. There is still reason to hope.

Don’t go down that road, I warned myself silently. You’ll be ambushed for sure.

“My dad died in a plane crash,” Marlie told Delores while I set supper in the middle of the table, along with a serving spoon. Marlie injected some version of that statement into the conversation every time she encountered someone new; I think, in a strange way, she was trying to make herself believe it. To accept the unacceptable.

Delores patted her hand. “I heard,” she said with gentle practicality. “It’s pretty awful.”

Marlie nodded, scooped up a plateful of chicken spaghetti, and started shoveling it in. “Do you have a bathtub? I hate showers, especially when I’m cold. Do I get my own room or do I have to share with Sarah?”

“You get your own room,” Delores replied. “It’s small, but it’s all yours. And the bathtub is big enough to swim in.”

I passed Delores a cautious glance as I waited for her to help herself to supper. When she had, I spooned up a healthy portion for myself.

What was she up to anyway? Why, after years of silence, had she suddenly asked me to come back to Bent Tree Creek? Was there more to it than just needing help running Barrels of Carols?

“My mom,” Marlie confided, between bites, “is a dancer.”

“Isn’t that nice?” Delores said.

I kept my eyes on my plate.

“Can I sign your cast?” Marlie asked.

“Sure,” Delores replied.

After supper, Marlie cleared the table without being asked—something I’d never been able to get her to do at home, or a least since we’d moved into the guest house—found a pen, and crouched to autograph the plaster casing around Delores’s right foot with a decided flourish.

“Thanks,” Delores said.

Marlie yawned. “Which room is mine?” she asked Delores.

“Top of the stairs, first door on the right. The bathroom is at the end of the hall.”

Marlie nodded and left the room.

I sighed with relief.

“Maybe you’d better get to bed early tonight, too,” Delores told me. “You must be just about done-in, with all that’s happened, and a bus trip on top of it.”

I suddenly wanted to cry, but waited stoically until the urge passed.

“I appreciate your taking us in,” I said, when I thought I could trust myself to speak without blubbering. “I promise we won’t stay long.”

“We’ll see how it goes,” Delores said.

I didn’t know how to respond, so I didn’t.

“Still skittish as cold water sprinkled on a hot griddle,” Delores commented. “There’s a lot of your daddy in you—always ready to light out before somebody can send you packing.”

Like you, for instance, I thought. My aunt had shoved a check into my hand and basically run me out of town three days after Dad’s funeral, but the time didn’t seem right to bring that up.

She leaned forward in her chair, studying me. “What are you thinking?”

I swallowed. Looked away, then back. “About the day you drove me to college, with all my stuff. As soon as we’d unloaded it in the dorm, you were out of there.” I’d wanted to run behind her car, though I wasn’t about to say so, of course.

“Sarah Jane,” Delores said, still watching me closely, “that school is forty miles from here, not four hundred, and you could have visited whenever you wanted. You make it sound as though I dropped you off the edge of the earth. I was short-handed at the time and I had to get back to work. Keep things going.”

I nodded. My brain understood, but my heart was way back there on the front steps of the dorm, adrift among surges of cheerful strangers who all seemed to know each other, watching Delores’s station wagon disappear around the bend.

The loneliness of that moment echoed within me still.

I’d buckled down, kept to myself, studied hard.

I’d gone to Chicago after earning my liberal arts degree and worked as a receptionist in an art gallery. After that, I’d landed in Houston, managing a bookstore, and then in Los Angeles, selling radio ads. I never stayed in any one place very long and my friendships were all disposable, and not just on my side.

Then I’d met Craig, with his young daughter.

Instant family. Port in the emotional storm.

Craig made me laugh. He bought me flowers.

It never occurred to me that his feelings might not run as deep as mine.

I’d been all over the whole love-and-marriage thing like a kudzu vine. Now, in unguarded moments, I wasn’t sure I’d ever loved Craig for himself, not just his child and the home he could give me, and I had all kinds of guilt because of it.

“What’s really going on here, Delores?” I blurted, because I couldn’t hold the question in any longer.

“I told you on the phone,” my aunt answered briskly, avoiding my eyes. “I need help with the company.”

“Why? You’ve gotten along just fine all these years—” Without me.

Delores looked thoughtful and a little grim. She stared into a corner of the room. “I’m getting older. Slowing down.” At last, she looked directly into my face. “When I started Barrels of Carols, there was nothing like it. Now there’s a big company operating out of Los Angeles, undercutting my prices and trying to steal my clients. I can’t fight them alone.”

“What about Joe? Can’t he help?”

“Joe’s busy.”

A surge of indignation swelled inside me. I wasn’t busy, though. To Delores, evidently, I was a cardboard figure, standing idle and forgotten in some closet—until she needed me.

“If you didn’t want to come, Sarah Jane,” she told me, “you should have said so.”

I hadn’t really had a choice, with no job and no place to live, but I was too proud to admit it. “I’m here now,” I said evenly. “What exactly do you want me to do?”

“Sing,” Delores said.

I stared at her. “Sing?”

“You’ve got one of the best voices I’ve ever heard,” Delores told me flatly and with no indication of admiration. “It’s a shame you never did anything with it.”

I opened my mouth. Closed it again.

One of the best voices she’d ever heard? It was news to me.

Besides, the day Craig died, I’d stopped singing. Once I’d been full of music—it had sustained me during the lonely times as nothing else could have done—but now it was gone. Dried up and blown away.

“I can’t,” I said.

Delores arched a skeptical eyebrow. “Well, that’s a fine how-do-you-do. I asked you here so you could take over for my best soprano. She moved to Albuquerque.”

“You told me you needed help running the business,” I pointed out.

“That, too,” Delores said with a dismissive wave.

I closed my eyes. Sighed.

The legs of Delores’s chair scraped the linoleum floor as she stood. “You need a place to live. I need a soprano who can double as a referee. Sounds like a fair deal to me, Sarah Jane. But if you’re not up to it, maybe you’d better get on the next bus and go back to LaLa Land.”

I couldn’t speak. If I’d tried, it would have come out as a pathetic croak. So I just drew a deep, shaky breath and held it until Delores finally gave up and left the kitchen, shaking her head as she went.

When I was alone, I checked the clock and allowed the tears to come.

Five minutes’ worth. No more.

 

Marlie was curled up in the spare-room bed when I got upstairs, snoring softly, wearing mismatched pajamas and hugging her childhood teddy bear. She must have resurrected the toy from some secret hiding place around the time Craig was killed, without my knowing. Seeing it again, clutched in her arms, even in sleep, bruised my heart.

I loved Marlie, but, as she constantly reminded me, I wasn’t her mother.

How was I going to help her when I couldn’t even help myself?

We were both lost and it should have been a comfort, having each other. Instead, my stepdaughter and I were like a couple of strangers, huddled in the same life raft. We were surviving, but not living.

Heartsick, I backed into the hallway, softly closed the door of her room.

My own room looked pretty much the same as it had the last time I saw it, long, long ago.

I walked past my suitcase, yet to be unpacked, and over to the window. Snow drifted lazily through glowing golden cones cast by the streetlights.

Joe Courtland’s house, directly across the street, looked like the front of a Christmas card. As I watched, the front door opened and Joe came out, with Dodger. I almost stepped back when he glanced up, our gazes connecting like two bare wires, but I waved instead.

He waved back.

The dog sniffed the snowy ground, circled the base of a bare-limbed maple tree, and lifted his leg against the trunk.

Joe spread his hands, as if to say, “What can you do?”

I smiled.

He and Dodger went back inside.

I turned away, retrieved my cosmetics case from my tote bag, and then plundered a suitcase for a nightshirt. I took a long, luxurious bath, brushed my teeth, and moisturized my face.

Lately, I’d avoided mirrors, but that night, I took a good look at myself.

I saw a thirty-four-year-old woman, no great beauty, but reasonably attractive. My skin looked pale, and there were shadows under my eyes, which, like my medium-length hair, were medium brown.

Everything about me was medium.

I had never done—or been—anything remarkable in my life.

With Craig, I’d thought I was living my dreams, but they’d all been shattered.

Now I could barely remember them.

A home and a husband. A baby or two. Singing in a choir. Maybe a small business, preparing and delivering special meals for people on various food plans.

It wasn’t fashionable, but I’d mainly wanted to be a wife and mother.

My throat began to ache again.

I shook off the melancholy and headed downstairs, looking for Delores. I still had some savings, though the money was rapidly dwindling. I’d tell my aunt I was sorry about the misunderstanding; Marlie and I would move on to Sacramento as soon as we could. I’d find a job there and an apartment.

I found Delores in the living room with the TV on, seated in an easy chair, her injured foot propped on an ottoman. When she noticed me, she muted the set and started to get up.

“Sit,” I said.

She frowned. Delores had never been married nor had she ever worked for anyone but herself, as far as I knew. She was set in her ways and not inclined to take orders, however benevolent the intention behind them.

“I’ll make you some tea,” I volunteered. I felt sorry for her, with that broken ankle, and wanted to make up in some way for letting her down by leaving.

A few minutes later, I returned with two steaming cups. “Milk and sugar,” I said, setting hers down on the end table next to her chair. “Just the way you like it.”

“You remembered,” she said, surprised.

“I remembered,” I said, suppressing a sigh, taking the other chair and tucking my legs up beneath me.

“Is Marlie all right?” Delores asked, blowing on her tea to cool it.

“She’s asleep,” I answered. “Whether she’s all right or not is another question. She misses Craig something terrible, of course, and she’s got this idea that if she just hooks up with her mother in Reno, everything will be peachy again.”

Delores nodded. “Poor little thing.”

Emotion swelled inside me, pushing aside the numbness I’d worked so hard to maintain. “How am I going to help her?” I whispered, more to myself than to Delores, who had never been any sort of confidante. “She’s cast me as the wicked stepmother and I don’t know how to reach her.”

“Stop trying,” Delores said.

I was confused, and a little angry. It was just the sort of advice I’d expect from her. “Huh?”

“Marlie’s angry and afraid. She’s got to put those feelings somewhere, and you’re handy. Accept that. Push up your sleeves, stand toe-to-toe with that child, and love her, no matter what.”

It was good advice, and I knew it. I just wished Delores could have found it in her heart to love me, especially after Dad died and I felt so broken and alone.

“Why didn’t you come to Craig’s funeral?” I asked. The words were out of my mouth before I’d framed them consciously.

For a long moment, Delores and I just sat looking at each other.

“I knew my old wreck of a car wouldn’t make it that far,” Delores said finally. “Anyhow, I figured I’d be in the way.”

She could have flown. She could have taken a train or a bus.

She’d had a similar excuse when I invited her to my wedding.

“Okay,” I said, standing up.

“You’ll stay?” Delores ventured.

“No,” I answered. “Probably not.”

“Well,” Delores said, “that figures. I thought maybe I could count on you, since we’re family.”

I didn’t trust myself to answer kindly, so I took my tea, climbed the stairs, and shut myself up in my old bedroom.







Chapter Three



It’s a mutiny,” Delores announced dramatically, and with a touch of glee, the next morning in the kitchen, setting her old-fashioned phone receiver back in the cradle. “Mary Ellen Hershmeyer won’t sing if Jenny Rivers is going to be in the same group. If I move either one of them to another team of carolers, I’ll have the same problem. They’re both difficult.”

I set the omelet I’d made for her on the table. Thick flakes of snow drifted past the windows, but it was cozy and warm inside Delores’s kitchen. “Why don’t you just fire them both and hire new people?” I asked. Marlie was still sleeping, and I was half hoping she’d join us for breakfast and half dreading it.

Delores crutched her way to the table and sat down. “The competition would snap them up,” she said. “I can’t afford to lose them.”

I took that in without comment. The whole thing was a moot point anyway, since I planned to pick up a copy of the Sacramento Bee after breakfast and check out the employment ads and rentals. Maybe Delores would let Marlie and I stay until I found something, if I helped her with the management aspects of Barrels of Carols.

Singing was definitely out, though.

I’d tried to sing, a couple of times in the shower, and always broken down.

I looked back over my checkered job history and found nothing that would equip me to make peace between these two women and get them to sing in harmony, literally and figuratively, but I was resourceful. I’d had to be, after Craig died, when I found out we were not only broke but in debt. I’d set aside what little insurance money he’d had for Marlie, sold everything we owned of any value, and paid off bills. I could probably keep a couple of carolers from going for each other’s throats.

“How long are you going to be laid up with that ankle?” I asked, feeling a twinge of guilt.

“I should get the cast off toward the end of January,” Delores said.

I took a sip of coffee. I’d made toast, but just then even a nibble seemed too much to swallow.

The pipes rattled overhead and both Delores and I raised our eyes to the ceiling, tacitly acknowledging the obvious.

Marlie was out of bed.

Inwardly, I braced myself for whatever mood my stepdaughter was in.

She might be nice. She might be toxic.

With Marlie, it was a crapshoot, and the odds were even, so things could go either way.

Delores tasted the omelet. “Not bad,” she said.

“If it’s all right with you,” I said, wanting to get things settled, “Marlie and I will stay on for a couple of weeks, just until I can find a job and an apartment in Sacramento. In the meantime, I’ll earn our keep managing the carolers.”

Something sparked in Delores’s eyes. Maybe it was triumph, maybe it was annoyance. “It’s cold out there, Sarah,” she said, and I knew she wasn’t referring to the snowy weather, but the real world. “Sacramento is expensive. And what’s so terrible about singing a few Christmas carols?”

“Nothing,” I said wistfully. “I’ve just forgotten how.”

“You’re feeling sorry for yourself,” she accused.

I flushed. “Whatever you do,” I said, “don’t say anything kind.”

“I say what I mean,” Delores retorted, “take it or leave it.”

“I’d like to leave it,” I answered, “but for the moment, I’m fresh out of options.”

“I know that,” Delores said. “If you had a choice, you wouldn’t be here.”

Well, at least we understood each other.

“You go to that carolers’ meeting,” she added. “We’ll just take this one day at a time.”

Great, I thought. A baptism of fire.

“Joe will help with the musical part,” Delores prompted when I didn’t say anything. “And the meeting is at the new community center. You know, Sarah, one of your problems is that you’re always focused on what you can’t do, instead of what you can.”

I swallowed more coffee and ignored the motivational tidbit. “Won’t he be at school? Joe, I mean?”

“His classes are all in the afternoon,” Delores answered. “He usually spends mornings working on his book, but he’s willing to make an exception for this meeting, God bless him.”

I was intrigued, in spite of myself. Every shred of practicality I possessed warned me not to get too interested in Joe Courtland. As soon as I found a place for us to land, Marlie and I would be leaving. Besides, between Craig’s death, the things I’d discovered since, my rocky relationship with Marlie, and the loss of a whole way of life, I was an emotional train wreck.

“Joe’s writing a book? What is it—a novel?”

“Memoir,” Delores said, looking proud. “He already has a publisher, too. Big New York outfit. He spends practically every spare moment at his computer.”

“Impressive,” I commented, glad the conversation had taken a different turn. “What kind of memoir?”

“It’s about the last year of Abby’s life.” Delores’s eyes glistened with tears. “She was an amazing person, Joe’s wife.”

Joe’s wife. Why did those words make the little muscles in my throat tighten and twist? And how had Abby Courtland managed to amaze my aunt, when I couldn’t get her to show up for a wedding or a funeral?

“When did she die?”

“Three years ago,” Delores said. “I thought I wrote you about it. Abby and I were great friends. We used to go to garage and estate sales together, when she wasn’t working, and pick up stuff to sell online. She really had an eye for bargains.”

I set my elbows on the table and rubbed my temples with my fingertips. Three years ago, when Abby Courtland’s life was winding down, I’d caught Craig in his first affair. We’d been in quiet crisis, and while I remembered receiving a few brief and scattered letters from Delores during that turbulent time, I couldn’t have described the contents for the life of me.

Marlie circumvented any possibility of a further exchange by banging down the stairs and bursting into the kitchen like a one-girl commando unit. Her hair, the same pale butternut shade as Craig’s, was pulled into a ponytail, and she looked ready for anything in her jeans, hiking boots, and bulky beige sweater. Her blue eyes were wide and rested.

I recalled the teddy bear.

A young woman by day, a child in secret. What else was going on with Marlie that I didn’t know about?

“Do I have to go to school today?” she asked.

“Not much point in starting now,” Delores observed, glancing at me a moment after she’d spoken, as though wondering if she’d spoken out of turn. Apparently, she decided she hadn’t, for she immediately went on to say, “This is Tuesday, so there’s only a half day of classes tomorrow, and then it’s Thanksgiving. Monday ought to be soon enough.”

Marlie scouted out cold cereal, a bowl and spoon, and the milk on her own. “I could just wait until after Christmas,” she ventured. “To start school, that is.”

“Fat chance,” I said.

“I heard you telling Aunt Delores we wouldn’t be staying,” Marlie said. “So why do I have to go to class in the first place?”

Aunt Delores? Where had that come from?

“Because you do,” I told her.

“We could move to Reno,” Marlie put in, probably imagining that she was being helpful—and conveniently ignoring what I’d just said. “There are a lot of jobs there, in the casinos.”

“Oh, right,” I replied.

“I’m calling my mom to ask if I can move in with her then,” Marlie snapped.

Delores raised both hands now, palms out, like a referee. All she lacked was the whistle. “Hold it, both of you,” she said. “Sarah, you’ll have your hands full with that motley crew of carolers, so you’d best think about that. Marlie, I’ve got twenty people coming for Thanksgiving dinner, day after tomorrow, so that means some heavy-duty advance cooking. I was hoping you’d help me.”

“I don’t know how to cook,” Marlie said, but for once there was no rebellion in her tone. Only a sort of forlorn hope.

“Time you learned,” Delores said.

Marlie beamed.

If I’d suggested cooking, the kid would have already been on her way to the bus stop.

I finished my coffee, pushed back my chair, and rose to carry my cup and plate of toast to the sink. I was running the disposal when I heard a dog bark, and when I turned to look, Joe and Dodger had just entered the kitchen.

Joe’s dark hair was dusted with snow, as were the shoulders of his leather jacket. He smiled at me, and I felt a curious pitching sensation in the bottom of my stomach.

“I’m here to offer you a ride to the meeting,” he announced. His eyes twinkled. “Unless, of course, you still think I might be a serial killer.”

“Where are the boys?” Delores asked, leaning in an effort to peer around Joe.

“Having a snowball fight in the front yard,” Joe answered.

Dodger padded over to Delores, who stroked his head fondly with one hand.

“It’s a little early, isn’t it?” I asked. Earlier, Delores had mentioned that the meeting was scheduled for ten o’clock.

Joe shrugged. The twinkle was gone and his gaze rested soberly on my face. Again, I wondered what was going through his mind, what kind of person he’d thought I was. “I figured you might like to look around a little, see how the town’s changed since you went away.”

“What about the twins?” Marlie wanted to know. “Maybe they could stay here and help Delores and me make pies.”

“They have school,” Joe said.

Marlie blushed slightly. “I don’t have to start until Monday,” she said, with just the vaguest note of defensiveness. Since Joe was a teacher, she probably expected a truancy lecture.

“Makes sense,” he replied. His brown eyes never left my face. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s take the tour.”

Since I actually wanted to go, and could think of no graceful way to refuse even if I hadn’t, I nodded.

We both said good-bye to Delores and Marlie, then Joe and I trooped outside, with Dodger on our trail.

The twins ceased their snowball warfare to grin at us.

“What?” Joe asked with mock annoyance, bending over to snatch up some snow. He lobbed some at each of his sons and their giggles rang out in the crisp, cold air. Dodger barked merrily, trotting around the boys in gleeful circles.

“Sarah’s your girlfriend,” one of the twins teased. Sam, I thought, though it could have been Ryan. They were mirror images of each other, after all.

“Kissy, kissy,” added Ryan, who might have been Sam.

Joe laughed, squatted to make an arsenal of snowballs, and splattered both kids.

They fought back, and when all three of the Courtland men were splotched with snow, the fight finally broke up. Everybody piled into the van and we set out for the elementary school.

“’Bye,” one twin called out five minutes later, when we pulled up outside the familiar brick building. I’d never actually attended Bent Tree Creek Elementary, since I’d been in high school when I came to town, but I always wished I had.

“Kissy, kissy!” shouted the other twin.

“Remember,” Joe told me with a serious mouth and laughter dancing in his eyes, “they’re only eight.”

“They’re wonderful,” I said.

Dodger barked a farewell from the backseat as the boys disappeared into a crowd of other children milling on the playground.

“I think so,” Joe agreed as we pulled away.

“What’s your secret?”

He concentrated on maneuvering slowly around a line-up of cars, moms and dads dropping off their kids for school, waving at a crossing guard standing on the sidewalk. “My secret?”

“Ryan and Sam seem so well-adjusted.”

“They have their moments,” he replied. We were clear of the snarl of school traffic by then, so he spared me a questioning glance. “It hasn’t been easy for them, with their mother gone.”

My eyes burned in the back. “No,” I said. “I was about their age when I lost mine.”

Joe was quiet.

I wished I hadn’t mentioned my childhood. For one thing, it was a long time in the past. For another, Joe hadn’t asked.

“You and Marlie are having some problems, I guess,” Joe said after a decent interval.

“You could say that,” I answered.

He grinned. “I just did.”

“She hates me.” The instant the words were out of my mouth, I wished I could jump out of the car and plunge my head into a snowbank. Illogical, I know, but that was how I felt.

“I doubt that,” Joe said. “Losing her dad must have been tough. For both of you.”

I was silent for a while. Joe and I hadn’t known each other long enough to be having this conversation, but at the same time it seemed perfectly natural, as though I’d somehow been waiting for the chance to meet this small-town schoolteacher and tell him everything, and now it was finally here.

“It was pretty bad,” I replied.

“Your husband was a pilot?”

I shook my head. “He owned a printing franchise,” I answered. “His—friend was a pilot.”

If Joe noticed the brief emotional hitch in my statement, he didn’t comment.

“Abby was a software designer,” he said.

“Delores told me you’re writing a book about her.”

“Delores talks too much sometimes,” Joe responded, with no inflection at all. I wondered if I’d touched a nerve.

“It’s quite an accomplishment, writing a book,” I said. “She’s proud of you.”

“She’s been a great friend, to me and to the boys. And while Abby was sick, she was a friend to her, too.”

I swallowed. Delores had liked Abby, and she clearly cared for Joe and his boys. She liked Marlie. What was it about me that rubbed her the wrong way?

There was a long silence, then Joe broke it with, “It’s none of my business, Sarah, but where the hell have you been all these years?”

I bristled. “Excuse me?”

“Delores is your aunt. She’s been through some rough times over the last while. Why didn’t you ever come to visit her?”

I practically had to bite my tongue. “Delores and I—were never close,” I said.

“So I gathered,” Joe said, and he sounded terse. He was in Delores’s camp, so I shouldn’t have expected otherwise, but I was strangely hurt just the same.

Another silence fell.

“That’s the high school where I work,” Joe said as we passed the building.

An opening. I grabbed it. “Do you like it? Teaching, I mean?”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Joe nod. “Yeah,” he said. “What about you, Sarah? What kind of work do you do?”

I felt a slow, creeping sense of embarrassment. “I mostly did volunteer stuff when I was married,” I said. “I helped out around the print shop, too, sometimes.”

“And now?”

“Unemployed,” I admitted.

“Okay,” Joe persisted, “if you could do anything you wanted, anything in the whole world, what would it be?”

I thought carefully. “I’ve been doing the temp thing for the last year and a half,” I said. “About all I’m good at is cooking.”

Three teenage girls waved from the snowy sidewalk, their breath making plumes as they giggled.

“Delores says you sing like an angel.”

“Does she?” I asked.

Joe slanted a look in my direction.

Seeing the schoolgirls had started me thinking about Marlie. The way things were going, she and I would end up about as close as Delores and I were. Not an encouraging thought.

I checked my watch. “Do you think we could stop by the supermarket?” I asked.

Joe glanced at me again, then nodded. “Sure,” he said, but he sounded nonplussed. Maybe he thought I was going to stock up on groceries while he cooled his heels in the van with Dodger.

We pulled into the parking lot of a large store.

“I’ll be right back,” I said, getting out of the van.

I was as good as my word. Five minutes later, I returned with a poinsettia plant in a plastic pot. I had some rental and employment magazines, too, wedged under one arm.

Joe eyed the bright red leaves curiously. “Is that for Delores?”

“No,” I said, wishing I’d bought her one so I’d come off as a devoted niece, but it was too late. I told Joe where I wanted to go.

He didn’t exactly grimace, but I don’t think it was a place he would have chosen to visit on a wintry morning.

“Hold on,” he said. With the engine still running, he left Dodger and me behind to dash into the supermarket himself. He returned with two pots of poinsettias, setting one in the back and handing the other to me. “Give that to Delores,” he said. “Tell her it’s from you.”

I felt a sting, but I didn’t say anything.

We were back on the road in a moment, climbing the hill outside of town, crossing the narrow wooden bridge over the creek that had given the town its name. We traveled a mile or so east, then turned a corner.

The metal gates of the cemetery stood open, trimmed in snowlace.

I directed Joe to the place where my dad was buried.

He stopped the van.

I studied the snow-dusted headstone through the van window, my hand frozen on the door handle.

Dodger leaned in from the backseat to lick the side of my face.

Joe shut off the van, opened his door, and strode off through the snow, Dodger bounding behind him. The pink poinsettia was a colorful spot in all that dazzling white. I watched as man and dog stopped next to a grave in a newer part of the cemetery.

Abby’s final resting place.

What would he say to her?

Definitely none of my business.

Joe crouched, dusted off a place in front of the marker, and set the poinsettia down.

I drew a deep breath, exhaled, fogging up the glass in the passenger window, and got out of the van.

My father’s headstone was a simple marble one.

PETER J. SULLIVAN. BELOVED BROTHER AND FATHER.

“I’m back,” I said, holding out my own pot of poinsettias like an offering.

The snow slowed.

“Delores is doing great. Except for a broken ankle.”

Tiny flakes whirled around me.

I dashed at my eyes with the back of one hand, just in case I’d shed a few stray tears without noticing.

“She wants me to sing,” I heard myself say. “And I can’t.”

I stood in silent misery for a while, then bent to make a place for the flowers to stand, digging a little hole in the snow with my hands.

When I straightened and turned from the grave, I almost collided with Joe. I hadn’t heard him approaching and I gasped, startled.

“Why can’t you sing?” he asked, looking bemused.

“It’s complicated,” I said.

Joe sighed, glanced back toward Abby’s grave, be-decked with pink poinsettias. “If it wasn’t for the boys and music,” he said, “I would probably have lost my mind.”

“You must have loved her very much.”

He was quiet for so long that I had plenty of time to wish I hadn’t opened my mouth. Joe’s feelings for his wife were personal ground and I’d stepped over the line. I certainly wasn’t willing to open up about Craig.

“I did,” he said, helping me into the van, then sliding open the side door for Dodger.

A few minutes later, we were on our way back into Bent Tree Creek.

“I’m sorry, Joe.”

He glanced at me. “For what?”

“For prying.”

“Because you said I must have loved my wife? That’s not prying, Sarah.” He paused. “For a long time, nobody but Delores would let me talk about Abby. It was as if people wanted to pretend she’d never existed—even her closest friends. I wasn’t ready for that.”

I wanted to touch his arm, let him know I understood, but I was afraid. “Is that why you’re writing the book?”

“Partly,” Joe answered without looking at me. “I wanted the world to know how brave Abby was, and how smart, and how funny. Even when we both knew the disease wasn’t going to turn around, despite all the treatments we’d tried, she was always trying to make me laugh. She used to download jokes off the Internet, have them ready when I got home from work.” He shook his head, sighed. “Most of all, I just want the boys to have a written record of what their mother was really like.”

“They have you, Joe. You can tell them stories about her. Show them pictures.”

He smiled sadly. “I do all that,” he said. “But one day I’ll be gone.”

My reaction must have shown in my face.

“Everybody dies, Sarah,” Joe said. “Sooner or later.”

I tumbled into my own thoughts after that and didn’t surface again until we reached the community center. It was a long, low-slung log building on the edge of town and there were at least twenty cars parked out front.

“Brace yourself,” Joe warned, with a wan grin. Once again, he opened the sliding door for Dodger, who jumped out and headed for the entrance. Evidently, dogs were welcome at carolers’ meetings.

A portly man opened the door just as we were about to enter, sparing a scowl for Dodger, who slipped past him and dashed inside.

“Hello, George,” Joe said affably.

George was decked out in full Victorian caroler garb, holding a top hat in the crook of one arm, and he even sported mutton-chop whiskers. He looked as though he’d just stepped through a time warp between Dickens’s England and modern-day Bent Tree Creek.

“Harummph,” he said.

“This is Sarah Wagner,” Joe told him. “She’s Delores’s niece, and she’ll be in charge this season.”

I smiled gamely and put out my hand. Joe didn’t know I wasn’t in this for the long run—unless he’d noticed the giveaway magazines I’d scored at the supermarket.

George softened a little and we shook. “Come in,” he said, sounding resigned. “Come in.”

I looked around. There were long tables, probably used for banquets and bingo, and lots of folding chairs. A piano stood in the far corner, a cat curled on the padded bench. I blinked, trying to decide if the feline was real or stuffed.

Dodger approached, sniffing, and the cat arched its back and hissed.

Definitely not stuffed.

“Everyone’s testy this morning,” George informed us in a stage whisper, “and mob psychology is about to take over.”

“Terrific,” I said with a forced smile.

Joe rested a hand lightly on the small of my back, steering me in the direction of the war zone. With Craig, I would have resented the gesture, felt as though I were being pushed. It was different with Joe, comforting somehow.

I stiffened my spine.

I’d half expected everybody to be wearing a costume, like George, but the dozen or so people sipping coffee from plastic cups were not so festive. The outfits ran the gamut from jeans and turtleneck sweaters to pricy boutique couture, and the buzz in the air indicated that either an argument was brewing or I’d interrupted one already underway.

Joe introduced me.

“How’s Delores?” someone asked.

I scanned the crowd for the speaker. An incredibly thin woman dressed in a pink velvet jogging suit waggled her fingers at me and repeated her question.

“She’s getting around well enough,” I said brightly, wishing I knew more. “Still on crutches, though.”

A heavy woman elbowed her way to the front. “Jenny Rivers,” she said, “is trying to tell me I can’t sing alto. Me. I was working for this company when she was still having her picture taken on Santa Claus’s lap!”

“I didn’t say you couldn’t sing alto, Mary Ellen Hershmeyer,” interjected Ms. Rivers. I remembered them then; even when I was singing with Barrels of Carols, years before, they’d had a running feud going. “I said you couldn’t sing period.”

“I auditioned just like everybody else!”

“Hold it,” Joe said. “Do you want to scare Sarah off before you even have a chance to get reacquainted?”

The change in the warring women was striking.

Both of them stared adoringly at Joe.

He was popular with the feminine gender, as I’d suspected.

Internally, I withdrew a little further.

“Maybe you should take this job,” I told him, out of the corner of my mouth.

“I’ve got a deadline,” he said smugly. “The book has to be in by New Year’s.”

I heaved a sigh.

George waved a sheaf of papers, glowering again. “Delores faxed over the performance schedule. She said you forgot it.”

I hadn’t even started the job and I already had a demerit.

I opened my mouth, but before I could draw a breath to speak, Joe piped up again.

“Why don’t you pass out the schedules, George?”

George did so, and I got the last one. I scanned it, but recognized only a few names: George’s, Joe’s, Mary Ellen’s, and Jenny’s. To my relief, Mary Ellen and Jenny had already been placed in different groups.

Problem solved. Or so I thought.

“I’ve always been on the blue team!” Mary Ellen protested. “This says I’m on red, and an alternate on green!”

Jenny looked smug.

“Is the blue team better than the red team?” I whispered to Joe. I didn’t recall any particular hierarchy, but it had been a long time.

He chuckled. “I wouldn’t know,” he whispered back. “I always play for the green side.”

Mary Ellen marched over and waved the schedule under my nose. “I want to stay on the blue team!” she informed me furiously. “I’ll quit before I’ll move!”

“Good riddance,” said Jenny.

“Everyone,” I said shakily, “please be calm. We’ll straighten this out, I promise.”

A murmur arose and quickly escalated to a dull roar.

Joe gave a shrill whistle through his teeth.

A blessed silence ensued.

“Let’s start with the costumes,” I said. “Does everyone still have theirs from last year?”

Another furor broke out.

Apparently, the costumes were a controversial subject, too.

Delores hadn’t prepared me for any of this, except for alluding to the war between Mary Ellen and Jenny. I glanced hopelessly at Joe.

“Mine still fits,” he said.

“That’s more than Jenny can say,” Mary Ellen sniffed.

“Like you haven’t doubled in size since Labor Day,” Jenny retorted.

“Do something,” I told Joe.

He smiled endearingly. “Sorry,” he said. “You’re on your own.”
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