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    CHAPTER ONE


    


    


    


    "Ho, ho, it's off to Christmas vacation we go!" called my sister as I pulled up to her over-sized doublewide on a couple of country acres outside Dover, Delaware. Her husband, Dan, and my nephews and niece were buzzing around the minivan. Pillows, blankets and an odd assortment of toys littered the snow-covered ground.


    I rolled down my window, and my shih tzu-poodle, Max, sniffed appreciatively at the fresh, crisp air. "I'd rather just drive myself," I told her for the hundredth time.


    "Nooo," Ashley whined, dumping a load of presents into the back of the van. She was wearing a reindeer hat over her long, blond hair and a red Christmas sweater with bells sewn into it. "It'll be more fun this way. We'll ride up together for a good old-fashioned family Christmas. We can sing Christmas carols on the way!" Every move was punctuated by a jingle from her sweater.


    I cringed at the excitement in her voice. Try as I might, I just couldn't get into Christmas. I didn't see all that much to like, except Christmas cookies and maybe old holiday movies. Christmas carols ranked right up there with singing opera for me. Why did everyone assume just because I played a guitar and sang that I knew every Christmas song ever written?


    Don't get me started about everything that sucked about Christmas. Shopping, decorating, arguing about where to have dinner. And for what? Christmas cards made me foam at the mouth. Who came up with this scam? It's a guilt-a-gram by mail, the whole 'they sent me a card, I need to send them back a card' thing, guaranteed to make the recipient feel inferior to the sender. I didn't have two children and one on the way for a perfect family portrait. Heck, I barely had a boyfriend this Christmas. Mark Greene was my current love interest, and he played secret agent when he wasn't working his day job as a real estate developer. He was currently off chasing "bad guys" again, with promises of spending New Year's at our favorite vacation spot in Puerto Rico as a consolation prize. I turned the car off with a sigh.


    Max looked over at me. "You ready for this?" I asked him.


    His fluffy white tail wagged slightly. Normally, he wasn't much of a tail wagger, but he was wearing his favorite red sweater. That always seemed to put a spring in his step. And I think he was looking forward to a houseful of people dropping food all over the place.


    "Hey, there, Sis," my brother-in-law said, as he grabbed my bags out of the car. Dan put the "R" in redneck. I'm not sure how he talked my sister into marrying him right out of high school.


    "Hi, Dan. How crazy is she?" I indicated my sister buckling the kids into the van.


    He shrugged. "No more 'n normal. She's been talkin' about this trip all week."


    I grabbed my guitar from the back and locked the car. I lived in Annapolis, Maryland and had worked as a full-time musician and a part-time temp for nearly five years. I'd worked the last three years almost exclusively for Carol at Greene's Staffing Services and had just recently become her partner in the business. Being a temp gave me the flexibility to schedule gigs, and it was rarely dull. The downside was my income was a little unpredictable. Christmas was the slowest week of the year for me.


    Two more SUVs pulled up in the driveway. That would be The Parents and The Grands. This was going to be some caravan.


    I walked over to my dad's vehicle.


    "Ho, ho, ho!" he said, as he rolled down the window. He was wearing an elf hat. He looked a little like Bob Newhart from the movie Elf.


    I rolled my eyes.


    My stepmother, Anne, leaned forward. "He won't stop doing that. Even after I told him how annoying it is."


    "Ashley's the same way," I replied.


    "Hey there Queenie Baby!" Granddaddy Hacker called from the backseat. He insisted on using the nickname he'd given me years ago. Because of his attachment to it, my family and sometimes even complete strangers felt free to use it as well. "Hi, Granddaddy. How's it going?"


    "Well, yer father wouldn't let me bring a nip for the ride," he complained.


    "Open containers are against the law," Anne said patiently to her father.


    "What the heck? I ain't drivin'," he grumbled.


    "Thank the good Lord!" Uncle Grover cried from the seat next to him.


    "Shut yer pie hole, Grover! I drive better 'n you. When I was a young feller I used to race cars at the dirt track in Harrin'ton," he added proudly.


    "Stop fighting, you two! Or I'll turn this car around and take you right back to The Meadows," yelled my dad in the same voice he had used when Ashley and I were kids. "How's some canned turkey sound for Christmas dinner?"


    Granddaddy and Uncle Grover leaned back in their seats and closed their mouths. They weren't risking a home-cooked turkey dinner. Plenty of time to fight once they got there.


    A horn beeped impatiently behind us. My mom's frosted Farrah Fawcett hair popped out of the window. "Hippity-ho! If we don't get moving soon, they'll both be needing to go to the bathroom." She was referring to Aunt Pearl and Mammaw.


    My stepfather, Dave, waved sheepishly from the passenger side. I don't think I'd ever seen him drive when my mom was in the car. He was a retired lawyer who was quite a bit older than my mom. Picture Erin Brockovich marrying her boss. She'd called him 'a real catch' when they first got together. I wondered how often he wished he'd kept swimming?


    "Calm down, Brandy," my dad called back to her. "We're leaving right now."


    "Don't tell me to calm down!" she yelled. "I've got the leaky ladies in the car. I'll be lucky to make it to the next corner without an accident." I heard her mumble something about sticking an antler up his butt.


    My dad raised his eyes heavenward and rolled up the window. You heard right. My mom and dad had divorced when we were kids and married my stepparents not long after. It didn't seem strange to us anymore, but I guess to an outsider spending Christmas with your ex was weird. Even stranger, they lived next door to each other in The Meadows, a 55+ golf community. They moved to The Meadows because each of The Parents has one parent of their own still living at 80+, aka "The Grands," and things would be easier to manage if everyone was in the same place, right? The reality was that The Parents took multiple vacations every year to get away from The Grands, and my sister and I had to pick up the slack when they were gone.


    I jumped into my sister's van. Ick! It smelled like sour milk and dog, and the floor was littered with cereal and toys. Thankfully, their big, stupid Lab was staying with friends. No way I could've handled that nutty dog on a three-hour drive.


    I strapped Max into the middle seat using his harness. My five year-old niece, Tiffany, gave him a pat him on the head and fed him a Cheerio. Looked like Max was going to be just fine on the ride. My nephews, nine year-old Jason and seven year-old Josh, were blissfully unaware of anything around them except for the electronic devices in front of their faces.


    Being tall was more trouble than it was worth, I thought, as I wedged my knees against Dan's seat. People always commented on how Ashley and I, with our long blond hair and blue eyes, looked so much alike except for our builds. She barely came up to my shoulder and was plump in all the right places; I was tall and willowy bordering on skinny. When we were younger, other kids would call us Barbie and Skipper. Ashley had not been amused. She always wanted to be Barbie.


    "All aboard that's comin' aboard," Dan called and guffawed at his joke.


    Ashley turned around in her seat. "I know you haven't been that excited about the trip. But I'm sooo glad you came," she gushed. "I had the best idea!"


    Uh-oh. Not a good sign. "What's that?"


    "We're going to put on a Christmas play just like we used to do when we were kids!" She clapped her hands together.


    I was speechless for a full ten seconds. No, it couldn't be. The humiliation of my petite, fairy princess sister making me be the man in every one of her big holiday productions was fresh in my mind. I'd played the Nutcracker, the Grinch, and Ebenezer Scrooge. No lie. There were pictures to prove it.


    "No way," I said. "Not gonna happen."


    She continued on like I hadn't said no. Just like she did when we were kids. "I thought we could put on a production of 'Twas the Night Before Christmas."


    "Oh, great," I said. "And I get to be the father just like old times."


    "What are you talking about?" she asked. "Dan would be the father. I was thinking you could play the guitar and be the narrator."


    "Whoa there, hon," said Dan. "I'm not exactly keen on gettin' up in front of people and makin' a fool of myself."


    I looked up at Ashley. She was just staring at him like he was the biggest idiot in the world. It was on the tip of my tongue to say, "And how's that different from any other day?"


    In the name of family peace, good will towards men, and all that jazz, I held my tongue.


    


    


    * * * * *


    


    


    The ride up to Big Bear Mountain in the Poconos area of Pennsylvania was relatively uneventful. Of course, there were countless bathroom breaks and one barf break due to my niece's over zealous consumption of three hotdogs at lunch. Based on the perpetual frowns my mom and dad wore at lunch, it looked like riding in a car full of Grands was worse than riding in a car full of kids.


    "I need a drink," my mom had whispered as we waited for the waitress at the diner to bring our food.


    "I wouldn't mind a nip myself," chimed in Aunt Pearl. "Need to steel myself to be around that gypsy."


    "Victoria isn't a gypsy, Aunt Pearl," my mom said with an edge in her voice. "She's from Romania, and she and Jake have been married for years. She's your daughter-in-law for cripe's sake. Give her a break."


    "She talks like a gypsy an' looks like a gypsy. And you know same as I do that she put a hex on Jake. No way my handsome boy would've married a gypsy any other way." Aunt Pearl's voice rose, and she banged her hand down on the table.


    Mammaw jumped. "Now, now Pearlie," she soothed, patting Aunt Pearl's hand.


    "We've been through this before, Aunt Pearl," said my father. "You're not going to call Victoria a gypsy or ask her to read your palm, got it?" He gave her a stern look.


    This wasn't my dad's first time with Aunt Pearl and her gypsy daughter-in-law. We had spent a few weeks over summer vacation when I was fifteen at Jake and Victoria's, shortly after they were married. I had thought twenty-two-year-old Victoria so exotic and beautiful. She was sweet-natured and kind. And she had turned a deaf ear to all of Aunt Pearl's ramblings. Jake and Victoria had never had any children, so they had spent their time and money restoring the old family homestead tucked high up in the Pocono Mountains of Pennsylvania. The house had been in Aunt Pearl's family since it was built in the mid-eighteen hundreds, though I personally thought it had a whole lot more spook factor than antique charm.


    "So here's some big news," Ashley gushed. "Diana and I are going to put on one of our Christmas plays this year."


    My mom glanced over at me. My dad focused his eyes on his plate. The Grands clapped happily and hooted in support.


    "I can help with costumes and makeup," Uncle Grover offered.


    Granddaddy was trying to be on his best behavior, but he couldn't let that one go. "Tarnations, Grover! If you got any fruitier, they'd serve you on a plate."


    My stepmother intervened, and no more was said about the Christmas play.


    I was still trying to figure out a way to convince Ashley to let it go as we started the long and treacherous drive up Big Bear Mountain. There was no way I was going to be in one of her stupid plays again. Ever since I had been suckered into playing the Nutcracker, I had vowed never to subject myself to an Ashley Production again.


    I looked over the snow covered ledge into the valley below. I'd forgotten how remote and magical this mountain was. I found it hard to believe I'd never made it back for a visit in all these years. My parents had been up fairly regularly, but I'd left home for college and moved to Annapolis after graduating. There just never seemed to be time. I smiled thinking back to that summer. It was the summer I felt grown-up for the first time. It was also the summer I went to second base with the neighbor's kid, Kyle, and learned to drive a stick, under my dad's supervision, in Victoria's ancient Beetle.


    A soft snow had begun to fall as we turned down the winding driveway. I noticed little improvements like a cute wooden mailbox and a plaque announcing the Bickling House, named after Aunt Pearl's great-grandfather, Eli Bickling. Before Jake had married Victoria, when Aunt Pearl still lived here, we'd visited a couple of times a year and always dreaded it. It was remote and boring and more than a little creepy. But now I felt nostalgic thinking back on childhood memories made in the rambling, old Victorian. It made me think of my childhood home and regret the exodus of The Grands and The Parents from their homes into the homogenous habitat that was The Meadows.


    The lane widened into a parking area, and from inside a close grouping of trees loomed the snow-covered, sprawling house. Smoke rose from two chimneys. The wooden siding and intricate lattice work had been restored to its full glory. I had seen occasional postings on Facebook from Jake announcing this improvement or that restoration. To see it in-person was impressive.


    "Wow! That's some shack," Dan said, lurching to a halt in front of the massive veranda that ran the length of the front of the house.


    "They certainly did a nice job restoring it," Ashley agreed.


    "I wonder if they left the dumbwaiter." I said, thinking back to the one thing that had made the house exciting for a kid.


    "I hope not," Ashley said in full-on mom mode. "I'll be having to chase the kids out of it all week."


    "We played in it. What's the big deal?"


    "No," Ashley replied, turning around in her seat. "You played in it. I got locked in it and wheeled down to that spooky basement."


    She was right. I'd forgotten about that.


    The heavy, oak doors opened, and out stepped Jake and Victoria. They reminded me of the bride and groom figures on top of a wedding cake. Such a perfect couple. The last time I'd seen Victoria, she was eight years younger than I was now. Looking at her flawless figure and face, I wasn't confident I could pass for her niece anymore.


    Our entourage descended on the couple like Vikings on a virgin coastline. Everyone was talking at once. Hugs and kisses were exchanged. The Grands complained loudly about the cold. We were ushered inside into what can only be described as an old-fashioned Christmas wonderland. Think The Bishop's Wife starring Loretta Young. Stockings hung on the chimney. A huge fir tree topped by a star that brushed the fourteen-foot ceilings. The smell of polished wood mixed with cinnamon and pine. The sound of Christmas carols echoing softly in the background. I felt a strange tug in my chest as a bit of long-dead Christmas cheer threatened to bubble up. Or maybe it was just the bacon-cheeseburger and fries I'd had at lunch.


    As we were hanging our coats on the two gleaming coat racks that stood on either side of the front doors, I noticed Mammaw standing by the large staircase. She was nodding and smiling. She said something and then turned to look back at us. I nudged my mom and pointed to Mammaw.


    "Oh, lord," my mom murmured, "I hope she's not going to have a spell while we're here."


    Mammaw's spells had improved since she'd been moved to The Meadows with the rest of The Grands. Prior to moving, my stepfather had calls from Mammaw's neighbors on a weekly basis reporting strange behavior, including talking to herself and wandering about the neighborhood at night. Mammaw had lived in her home since she married as a teenager in the early nineteen-thirties. It had taken a lot of pressure to get her to move to The Meadows. But she seemed to enjoy living with Aunt Pearl, and she liked to meet new people, so all in all the transition had gone smoothly.


    "Mom," my stepfather, Dave, called loudly, "come on over and say hello to Jake and Victoria."


    We all turned to watch Mammaw. She held up a "just a sec" finger to Dave and finished her conversation with herself.


    As she shuffled over, my mom asked, "Why were you over there talking to yourself, Mammaw?"


    Mammaw shook her head and smiled. "Oh, I wasn't talking to myself, dearie. I was talking to a nice lady who told me she'd show me where the good liquor was kept if I'd give you a message. But, of course, I don't drink, and I told her so. She said, 'You must have rocks in your head. Everyone knows a little nip never hurts.' I told her I'd reconsider my ideas concerning alcohol."


    She started to ramble on about abstinence, when my mom asked, "She had a message for me?"


    My stepfather rolled his eyes. My mom was the world's biggest sucker for all things mystical. She was also superstitious beyond belief. "Please don't encourage this, Brandy."


    "Who's she seein' now?" Aunt Pearl asked loudly. "I swear she's always talkin' to someone or another."


    "So kind of you to notice Pearlie." Mammaw smiled at Aunt Pearl, then continued, "Yes, she said her name was Barbara, but everyone called her Babs."


    My mom gasped.


    Aunt Pearl said, "Now that's not nice. You shouldn't be scarin' Brandy like that."


    My grandmother, Aunt Pearl's sister, had been called Bab's, but she had died in a car accident when my mom was a child.


    Mammaw looked hurt. "I'm not trying to scare anyone. Oh, my, I probably shouldn't give you her message then."


    "That's a good idea," my stepfather agreed. "Just keep it to yourself."


    "No!" my mom cried. "What did she say?"


    Mammaw hesitated and then said, "She said your father wants to see you."


    A choked cry rose in my mom's throat. She hadn't seen her father since the accident. He'd turned her over to Aunt Pearl and walked out of her life. Not a card or a phone call in nearly forty years.


    "Did she say anything else?" my mom asked.


    "She said to make it quick, because he's fixing to join her for happy hour whatever that means."


    My mom fell into Dave's arms and sobbed against his shoulder.


    Granddaddy Hacker tried to bite a piece off of the intricate gingerbread house on the hall table. He managed to get the chimney in his mouth before the whole thing collapsed onto the floor in a heap.


    I looked over at the Jake and Victoria. Something told me they were already planning to be out of town next Christmas.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    



    


    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER TWO


    


    


    


    As the only single in the group, I was given the choice between a shoe box size room under the eaves in the attic or a blow up mattress in the study. I took the attic.


    My adult desire for privacy and sleep overcame childhood memories of unexplained drafts and things from above that went bump in the night. When we'd play truth or dare it was a toss up as to whether you'd be dared to go to the attic or the basement. The attic was also the location of my first make-out session with Kyle. He was a good kisser; I hoped it made for some sweet dreams.


    I was pleasantly surprised to find the renovation had extended to the attic. Beautiful hardwood floors shown brightly in the waning sunlight drifting lazily through the one window. The window had a thick cushioned seat; a perfect reading nook. There was a twin bed with an heirloom quilt against one wall and a gas fireplace against the other.


    "I'm sorry it's so small. The gas fireplace is also your main source of heat," Victoria apologized with an accent that sounded vaguely Russian.


    "It's beautiful! You've done such an amazing job on the house."


    She smiled. "It's been a labor of love. And, of course, Jake is an amazing carpenter."


    "Looks like his business has survived the recession."


    "It was slow for awhile, but he's as busy as ever now. I've started doing some interior decorating and sewing custom drapery. It's nice to have a flexible schedule," she said, looking out the window.


    "Yeah, I temp around music gigs. It works for me," I replied, following her line of site.


    "I'm glad you've all come for Christmas."


    I shook my head. "Hope you and Jake know what you're getting into."


    Her smile reached her eyes this time. "We do now. Look," she said pointing to the window, "your Granddaddy is trying to help Jake chop wood."


    I glanced out the window. Granddaddy could barely lift an axe let alone chop wood. The last thing we needed was for him throw his back out again.


    I slid the latch and opened the window. "Granddaddy! Stop that right now!"


    He looked up and gave me a wave. "I'm choppin' wood!"


    I shook my head and leaned further out the window. Icy snow flakes pelted my face. "No! Put that axe down! You're going to throw your back out again."


    He waved me off. "Just quit yer jawin'. I've been choppin' wood since before any of y'all were born."


    He turned back to the wood pile. Jake looked up at me in confusion, and I gave him the no-go signal. "He'll throw his back out," I yelled again.


    Jake gave me a thumbs up and put down the axe. After some gesturing and some grumbling, Granddaddy headed back to the house.


    He shook his fist at me as he went by. I leaned back in and closed the window. My face was frozen and my hair was wet.


    Victoria handed me a towel. Her lips curved in a sad smile, and there were tears in her eyes. "Are you okay?" I asked.


    She wiped her eyes and waved away my concerns. "I am fine. Just being sentimental. You have so much family. They must give you a full life."


    Oh, yeah, they gave me a full life. I didn't think it would be right to tell her how full. "It's a mixed blessing," I replied diplomatically.


    "We don't see Jake's family much, and I haven't been back to Romania since we were married. And, of course, we don't have a family of our own yet…" Her voice trailed off sadly.


    So that was the problem, I thought. "So you've been trying for awhile?"


    She nodded. "We've tried in-vitro twice without any success. It just doesn't seem to be possible."


    "What about adoption?" I asked.


    "We've been on a list for two years. I had hoped that we could adopt in Romania, but the changes in the laws have made it more difficult. It would require us to be gone for several months; it is almost impossible with the businesses." She shook her head, wiping fresh tears away.


    I patted her arm. This conversation made me uncomfortable. It got my clock ticking and brought up a myriad of "what ifs" about having a family of my own. I was only seven years younger than Victoria, and my boyfriend Mark hadn't been making any let's-get-married noises. He was even too busy to join me for Christmas. Not that I was ready to settle down yet, but what if I waited too long? Yikes!


    "I'm sorry to dump this on you," she apologized. She wiped her eyes and stared out the window.


    "You're not dumping on me. I'm so sorry this is happening to you and Jake. If any couple deserves a baby, it's you two."


    She smiled. "Thanks."


    "Besides, there's always hope. I've found that the universe likes to toy around with you before giving you what you want. My career has taken off, but I'm spending Christmas without Mark. Not exactly going according to my master plan." I shrugged. I finally meet the man of my dreams, and suddenly he can't decide if he's a real estate developer or a CIA agent. Right now I was giving him space to work it all out. After all the space he gave me during my big tour, it was the least I could do.


    "I've been following you on Facebook. I can't wait to see you perform live," she replied enthusiastically. "Do you happen to know any Christmas carols?"


    


    


    * * * * *


    


    Things were calmer when I made my way back downstairs a half hour later. Aunt Pearl and Mammaw were sitting with Uncle Grover by the fire. My sister's kids were in the backyard playing in the snow with Granddaddy, while their father snored loudly on the couch in the den off the kitchen.


    Ashley and Victoria were baking cookies and planning the Christmas production in the kitchen. I assumed The Parents were hiding out in their rooms with a bottle of something. My mom had gulped a shot of whiskey to calm her nerves after the reunion with her dead mother. Dave had promised to go into town to see if they could find out anything about her father. He had also extracted a promise from Mammaw for no further communications with the dead.


    "I've had another thought," my sister said without preamble.


    "Congratulations," I replied.


    She stuck her tongue out at me.


    "You two make me miss my little sister," Victoria said with a laugh.


    "Do you still have that dumbwaiter? I'd like to stuff her inside and send her to the creepy basement for old time's sake."


    Victoria shook her head and laughed harder. "No. We got rid of it when we did the renovation."


    "Guess you're in luck, Ashley."


    She gave me a finger that described exactly what I could do with old times and then marched forward with her new idea. "So anyway…about my new idea. I think we should do White Christmas. We can sing the 'Sisters' song together!"


    "You're kidding, right?"


    She started humming the song. "Sisters, sisters," she began and grabbed a towel off the counter. She twirled around, using it as a fan. "Come on," she urged, snapping the towel at me.


    I rolled my eyes. How did I get talked into these things?


    I chimed in during the second verse and grabbed another towel. We did a pretty good job of twirling in unison and imitating the dance scene from the movie. The singing was a little rough.


    We finished to applause from Victoria and The Grands, who had shuffled in at the sound of a song from their era.


    "I adore White Christmas," Uncle Grover cooed.


    "It beats the crap outta what's out there now," Aunt Pearl agreed.


    "That was so great!" Ashley cried. "We have to do White Christmas, Diana."


    I set my towel back on the counter and grabbed a paper thin sugar cookie off a hot cookie sheet. "It's a movie with two sisters. I see how that would work. But who's going to play Bing Crosby and Danny Kaye? Granddaddy and Dan?"


    Ashley made a face. I couldn't tell if it was due to the thought of Granddaddy or her husband taking part in the production.


    "Granddaddy or Uncle Grover could play the General. Maybe Jake could play Bing Crosby?"


    Victoria laughed. "He's not much of a singer."


    Ashley snapped her fingers. "We could lip sync."


    "And Dan would play Danny Kaye to your Vera-Ellen?" I asked. "I guess that makes sense. He's got the same name."


    Ashley realized she was cornered. "I guess that would work."


    "What would work?" Dan asked with a yawn. His hair was sticking up all over his head.


    "You playing the part of Danny Kaye in White Christmas," I replied.


    Dan shrugged and stuffed a handful of Christmas cookies in his mouth. "I don't really like musicals, but that movie's a good one. What'llI have to do?"


    My sister stared at him. Cookie crumbs clung to his mustache.


    "Sing and dance," I said.


    "I'll give it my best shot." Dan was nothing if not agreeable. "Whatcha say, sweetie? You wanna be my Ginger Rogers?" He swatted my sister on the rear.


    "It's Vera-Ellen, not Ginger Rogers," she snapped.


    I could tell she was wondering how she got herself in this predicament. I think she had someone more enchanting in mind to play Danny Kaye to her Vera-Ellen. Fortunately, he was across the country working on his next tour. My sister had experienced life with a rockstar during my first brush with fame a couple of summers ago. Now she had a taste for both. I glanced over at Dan. Kinda like getting your first bite of filet mignon after years of hamburger.


    "Aww," I said, stirring the pot some more. "You two will be cute together!"


    Ashley glared at me. "That's not the point. We want the production to be as professional as possible, and Dan's not a very good dancer."


    "Hey, he's willing. Which is more than I can say for the rest of us."


    Dan looked hurt. He took a handful of cookies and headed back to the couch.


    "Fine," Ashley snapped. "But I'm done defending you from The Grands."


    I wrinkled my brow. "What are you talking about?"


    "Oh," she said loftily, "didn't you know? They're on a mission to get you a man for Christmas."


    "It'll be a Christmas miracle!" Aunt Pearl proclaimed.


    "What? Are you kidding?" I asked with growing dread.


    "Yep, Queenie Baby. We decided you need a man. A real man," said Granddaddy.


    "I have a man, Granddaddy. It's Mark. You've met him, remember?" I grabbed another cookie and looked around for the whiskey bottle.


    "Well, not fer nothin', but I don't see him here spendin' Christmas with you and yer family. I don' reckon a man like that is lookin' to get married any time soon. An' yer gettin' a little long in the tooth if catch my drift," he replied.


    "Do you have to be so crass, Hacker?" Uncle Grover sniffed.


    "Shut yer piehole before I shut it for you," Granddaddy snapped.


    "Now, dear, don't get upset," Mammaw said softly. "We just don't want you to be lonely."


    "Where did you all get this crazy idea?" I asked.


    The three Grands looked at Mammaw. She pointed her wrinkled finger up and gestured towards the ceiling. "Your family is worried about you, dear. You have to admit, you don't have much Christmas spirit. We thought a nice boy would cheer you up."


    "The Parents are involved in this?" I asked incredulously.


    "No, dear, your other family," she gestured upwards again.


    We all looked up.


    "The dead ones," Granddaddy said.


    I stared at The Grands. They nodded in unison.


    "Ghosts are worried about my love life?" I asked.


    "Not exactly your love life, dear. They're worried about your lack of Christmas spirit. Well, mainly your Granny Babs. She's getting everyone else riled up."


    "We decided that a man would fix you right up. Get you in the spirit," added Aunt Pearl. The Grands nodded again.


    "What makes you all so sure this is true?" Ashley asked. She seemed as surprised as I was by this.


    "Mammaw says so. We all know she talks to the dead. Heck, how do you think I found my teeth last month?" Aunt Pearl asked.


    I shook my head. "You can tell the dead my Christmas spirit is just the way I like. And you all can stay out of my love life." I gestured to The Grands.


    "Well, dear, it's not always easy to tell them what to do," Mammaw whispered. "They really don't like that."


    "Tell them they need to work on something more important like helping Victoria and Jake have a baby," I suggested.


    Victoria sucked in her breath, and I realized I may have just stuck my foot in my mouth.


    Aunt Pearl was like a hound on the hunt. "You two havin' troubles with baby makin'?" She pointed a crooked finger at Victoria.


    Victoria nodded. "We've tried for years and been to all the doctors. We've been on the adoption list for two years."


    "Hmrph!" Aunt Pearl glared at her for a second, and then her face softened. "I always thought you didn't have young 'uns because you didn't want the bother. How come you two never told me about your troubles?"


    "Because we knew you'd blame Victoria," said Jake as he came in from the mudroom. His cheeks were ruddy from the cold. His salt and pepper hair gave him a weathered, ruggedly handsome look.


    "Well, I wouldn't have," Aunt Pearl replied. "I've got some experience with the matter myself. Why do you think you're an only child? Not to mention I was forty when you were born. The doctor said it was a miracle. Acted like I was The Virgin Mary. Which couldn't have been further from the truth. Me and your daddy never passed up a chance to jump between the sheets!" she cackled.


    I grimaced as that image burned itself into my brain. I felt like an idiot. "I'm so sorry. I didn't realize it was a secret."


    Jake waved a hand. "It's good to get it out. You did us a favor."


    "Why's it takin' so long to adopt?" Granddaddy asked.


    "Just the way it works," Jake said sadly.


    "It doesn't seem right," said Uncle Grover, shaking his head.


    Mammaw had wandered off from the group. Her back was to us, but I could see her little wrinkled hands gesturing excitedly.


    "Getting some more intel, Mammaw?" I asked. Jeez, this was getting ridiculous.


    "Oh my, how exciting!" she exclaimed turning to us. "Oh, yes, of course," she murmured turning her head slightly.


    We waited expectantly.


    "Don' just stand there. What'd the haints tell ya?" Granddaddy barked.


    "Oh, dear, I really can't talk about that right now," she said with a tiny frown. Then she brightened up. "But Jake you don't have to play Bing Crosby anymore!"


    We all groaned. From babies to Bing Crosby. Mammaw's attention flitted around like a canary hopping around its cage.


    "Didn't know I was," Jake said with a laugh.


    "Why's that, Mammaw?" I asked.


    "Because there's a nice young man on his way over for you. And his grandmother tells me he's a wonderful dancer." Mammaw smiled serenely.


    The doorbell rang.


    Everyone looked at me.


    "Guess you should answer it," Jake said.


    "You've all lost your minds, you know that?" I said, heading for the door. "There's no nice young man at the door unless it's the mailman." They followed me to the door.


    I reached the knob and hesitated for a split second. I have to admit I was a little creeped out by all the ghost talk. I couldn't back down now, though. I turned the knob and opened the heavy oak door.


    Standing in the doorway was a man who looked remarkably like Paul Bunyan or maybe the guy from the Brawny paper towel commercial. He was even wearing a red flannel shirt. He was so tall, I had to tilt my head back to see his bearded face.


    "Diana?" The man sounded surprised.


    Dumbfounded, I just nodded.


    "You sure grew up nice," he said, before he grabbed me around the waist and lifted me off my feet.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    



    


    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER THREE


    


    


    


    The family gasped as he twirled me around the room. He smelled like pine needles and a wood stove. His beard tickled my face as he gave me a jolly kiss on the cheek.


    "See how he can dance," Mammaw exclaimed. "How nice."


    Jake stepped forward. "It's just Kyle from the farm next door. Everybody can calm down."


    Kyle set me on my feet. His eyes twinkled with good-natured mischief. "If I'd known you were coming, I'd have taken more care with my groomin'. What a surprise!"


    "Yeah," I stammered, "so good to see you again."


    "Come on in, and get warmed up, Kyle. Get you a beer?" Jake asked.


    "Don't mind if I do."


    "Got any vodka?" I asked. I was still a little rattled after opening the door. I had not expected to see Kyle standing there in all his lumberjack glory. He had been a nice-looking boy when we were kids. A little awkward and gangly, but he drove the family farm truck around town and could ride a horse like a cowboy. Heady stuff to a teenage girl.


    Kyle took off his heavy coat and hung it on a peg in the hallway. We all moved into the living room where a fire roared in the ornate fireplace. The room was dim except for the fire and the Christmas tree lights. Through the large windows I could see the snow falling steadily. Victoria switched on a couple of table lamps as Jake got our drinks. I sat down in a wingback chair near the fire. Kyle sat down on the sofa across from me.


    I glanced over at him. Man, what did his momma feed him? I remembered being nose to nose with him when we were kids. But now he looked like he'd been super-sized. The furniture seemed to shrink with him in the room. The beer disappeared in his hand when he took a swig. It made me wonder if anything else was super-sized…


    His eye caught mine. He gave me a wink.


    I smiled and looked away. Okay, I'll admit I was intrigued. Kyle was definitely handsome, but lumberjacks were not my type. And living on a farm in the middle of the Poconos would not do a lot for my music career. But I had to wonder if he still kissed as good as he did when he was fifteen.


    Aunt Pearl and Mammaw announced they were going to "freshen up" before dinner, whatever that meant. But not before Mammaw leaned over to Kyle and said, "Your Granny would like you to shave that beard off, dear. She says it makes you look like your Uncle Ronnie."


    Kyle looked startled. He rubbed his beard self-consciously.


    "Now, Mammaw," Ashley began, "that's not polite. You'll scare Kyle off." She gave a nervous laugh.


    "No, it's okay. My Granny used to say that to me all the time. It's just I do a lot of hunting in the winter, and it keeps my face warm."


    Granddaddy's ears perked up. "Huntin'? You got any deer jerky?"


    Kyle nodded. "Sure do Mr. Hacker. I'll bring some by tomorrow if you'd like."


    "Hot damned!" Granddaddy rubbed his hands together excitedly.


    "You should stay for dinner, Kyle," Victoria said. "We're having roast beef buffet style. There's plenty."


    Kyle looked grateful. "Don't mind if I do. What with my parents being outta town visiting my sister in Texas an' all."


    He looked over at me and asked, "So what've you been up to these past fifteen years?"


    "Oh, she's still trying to be a rock star," my sister interjected.


    I glared at her. "I live in Annapolis and work for a temporary staffing agency. And—yes—I'm still playing music."


    Kyle leaned in with interest. "How's it going? Sounds like a tough job breakin' into the music business."


    "Things were moving pretty slow until I had several of my songs produced professionally in L.A. Then everything just took off—a tour, hit songs, the works." I shook my head still not quite believing it all. "Have you heard 'The Rum Song'?"


    Kyle's eyes lit up. "That was yours? I thought a pirate sang that song. Some guy named Carlos?"


    Pirates again, argh! I took a calming breath and nodded. "I wrote the song. We ended up singing it together on tour."


    "Impressive! So what's it like to work with a pirate?"


    How to answer that… "Let's just say it's exactly what you'd expect."


    Kyle nodded. "Say, how 'bout singin' a few after dinner?"


    Just then, Ashley poked her head out of the kitchen and said, "And afterwards we can practice Christmas carols."


    That really got everyone excited.


    I gave her the evil eye and vowed revenge. She smiled serenely and went back into the kitchen.


    Sisters.


    Kyle excused himself to wash up for dinner. I could hear The Parents stirring upstairs. And my niece and nephews begging Ashley for hot chocolate in the kitchen.


    I took the opportunity to ask Victoria a few questions about Kyle. "So what's the story on Kyle?"


    She smiled knowingly. "He's very handsome like a western movie star, isn't he?"


    Jake rolled his eyes. "On that note I'd better get him another beer. Sounds like he's going to need it."


    Victoria waved him away. "Men, they don't understand these things. Kyle runs his parents' farm and has a hunting and fishing guide business. He's very independent and very single," she added with an eyebrow lift.


    "I'm surprised he's still single," I said, taking a sip of my drink.


    "He was married to a local girl for a few years, but she wanted to get off the farm. She left, and he stayed. I don't think he'd adapt well to city life."


    I pictured Kyle as Mick Dundee in New York City for the first time, from the Crocodile Dundee movies. It made me giggle. I think the martini was going to my head. I had to be careful with Kyle. Just because Mark was off playing CIA agent and seemed to be having commitment issues, didn't mean I wanted to end up under the eaves rounding third base with Kyle.


    My mom and Dave appeared in the doorway.


    "Well this is cozy," my mom said taking in the bucolic scene.


    Kyle came up behind her. "Hi."


    My mom whipped around in surprise. She craned her neck to see who was talking to her.


    "Oh, my," she purred. Now one thing I knew about my mom is that she had a weakness for outdoorsy men. The more rugged the better. Why she had married two men who couldn't start a campfire with a blowtorch was beyond me.


    "Mom this is Kyle. He lives next door on the farm, remember?"


    My mom squinted at Kyle. "I think I can see him under that beard. My how you have grown," she gushed.


    My stepfather shook his head. He must know about her thing for mountain men. But he greeted Kyle warmly and shook his hand.


    "Why, isn't this fun for you, Diana!" she said fixing a frosted, shadowed eye on me. "Just try not to get stuck on the roof this time, Kyle."


    Kyle gave my mom a sheepish smile and took a swig from his beer. Leave it to my mom to bring up the roof incident. Kyle's get away from our make-out session in the attic through the attic window had almost worked. If not for the loose gutter, he might've made it. Instead, Dave had to get him down with a ladder. That was the last time I'd seen Kyle.


    "Shut it, mom," I snarled.


    "Sounds like you two young'uns have some unfinished business," Aunt Pearl cackled from the doorway. "It reminds me of how Dub used to chase Babs around." Her voice had gone soft.


    We all turned at the reference to my dead grandmother.


    "We all grew up together, building forts in the woods and fishing in the streams. When we got to high school and Babs started gettin' interested in the boys, Dub was fit to be tied. She ignored him all through high school, but he was persistent. They were married a year after graduating. I think Babs always intended to marry him, but she'd decided he was going to have to earn it. Dub had a harsher life than us, of course. His daddy was about no good." Her eyes narrowed at the thought. "Don't excuse what he did when Babs died, though," she added firmly.


    "I never heard that story before, Aunt Pearl," my mom whispered.


    Aunt Pearl shook her head. "Don't know why I decided to share it now. Mammaw you tell those haints to stay outta my head!"


    Mammaw made soothing noises and patted her arm.


    The rest of the Grands were standing behind her waiting for the okay to proceed to the dining room. Victoria rose and ushered everyone in. Kyle and I were the last to leave the living room.


    "Sorry about that," I said with an embarrassed smile.


    "Maybe your Aunt's right. Maybe we do have some unfinished business." A smile played on his lips. Then he added, "Man, when you opened the door, you could've knocked me over with a feather. I thought there was an angel standing there. It was like there was a light shining down on you, and everything else was dark."


    Wow, that was quite a compliment. I wasn't sure how to take it. Or if I even wanted to encourage this reunion.


    "Yeah, I couldn't believe it was you either," I agreed.


    He touched my arm lightly. "You're here until Thursday, right?"


    I nodded.


    "So maybe we could do something together tomorrow? I could take you on a guided tour and show you the mountain."


    He was so sweet and earnest that I couldn't resist. "Sure, Kyle. I'd like that."


    He beamed and offered me his arm the way Granddaddy sometimes did on our way into dinner. I took it and wondered what else this trip had in store for me.


    


    


    * * * * *


    


    


    "So stop jawin' about it an' jest ask the man," Granddaddy said, taking a stab at his roast beef.


    "Ask what?" I said as we took our seats at the big old-fashioned table. The kids were seated in the kitchen, and I'm sure Max was stationed under their table waiting for the inevitable spills and scraps.


    My dad cleared his throat. "Well, we thought we might ask Kyle if he'd heard anything about Brandy's father."


    Everyone looked at Kyle. He had his plate in his hand and was looking longingly at the food-laden buffet table next to us. "Ask away."


    After a long-winded explanation of the situation with each of my relatives adding their own—often incoherent or nonsensical—two cent's worth, Kyle was allowed to reply.


    "I haven't heard anything about Mr. Wilson being back in town, but I know where to ask." He turned towards me. "Is it okay if we stop by the post office on the way to our hike? If he's in a fifty mile radius of town, Mabel will know."


    The Grands smiled conspiratorially at one another. I think I heard my sister mumble something about not wasting any time under her breath.


    "We'd really appreciate that," my dad said.


    "Any reason you think he might be in town?" Kyle asked.


    I raised my eyes heavenward.


    "Babs said he's here," replied Aunt Pearl right on cue. Kyle looked confused.


    "Diana's grandmother. My sister," Aunt Pearl explained.


    "Is that the same grandmother who died in a car crash?" he whispered to me.


    "Yes," I ground out with a glare at The Grands.


    "She's hauntin' us until we get Brandy reunited with her pappy. She tol' Mammaw here, the man was gettin' ready to kick the bucket," Granddaddy said, shoveling a glob of mashed potatoes into his mouth.


    Kyle looked at me. I pursed my lips and remained silent. Anne tried to bring reason back to the conversation. "We're not sure about all that," she said smoothly, "but Brandy would really like to find out what happened to her father. It's been so many years." She shot a sympathetic look in my mom's direction.


    How the two of them were not only friends, but neighbors as well, was beyond me. Anne's prim manners and retired school teacher wardrobe contrasted sharply with my mom's trailer park attitude and colorful vocabulary.


    "I would be careful about offending our friends upstairs, dear," Mammaw said softly. "We do need their help, you know. And we certainly wouldn't want them feeling they needed to prove anything to us."


    "Yeah," chimed in Dan, "they were right about a man for Diana bein' at the door." He had mashed potatoes on his nose. My sister rolled her eyes and used her napkin to wipe him off like he was one of the kids. Which, I guess, he kind of was.


    "Well, I'll do anything I can to help," Kyle replied and dug into his plate. It looked like the quality of the food was overcoming the kookiness of the conversation for Kyle.


    After dinner we all filed back into the living room. I ran up to the attic to grab my guitar from my little room under the eaves. The top of the stairway was pitch black and freezing. I paused outside the door, a little unnerved by the shiver that ran down my spine. A faint rustling sound came from the other side of the door.


    I threw open the door and clicked on the light. The room was just as I'd left it.


    Get a hold of yourself, Diana. I switched on the fireplace so it wouldn't be freezing when I came up for bed. I grabbed my guitar and turned to leave, my eye catching the mirror over the small dresser. The surface was fogged from the cold.


    I stepped closer to get a better look.


    A word was scrawled across the surface:


    H-E-L-P


    


    


    


    


    



    


    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER FOUR


    


    


    


    When I reached the living room, I was out of breath from the sprint down the stairs and completely unnerved by the message on my mirror. I told myself it must've been one of the kids goofing around or maybe even my sister trying to get even with me.


    The family was already singing a rambling version of "Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer." A carafe of wine sat among glasses on a side table. I poured a hefty glass and took a gulp. The ghost discussion had finally lost steam; no way I was bringing this up right now.


    I felt like Ebenezer Scrooge getting a mysterious warning from his dead partner Marley. It wasn't that I hated Christmas. I just felt let down by it in the past. When I was twelve, my parents announced their divorce a few days before Christmas. The next Christmas was spent with a new family. I remember looking at Ashley while everyone opened presents and wondering if she felt the same way. Like we had crashed some other family's Christmas morning. Where had all these people come from, and why did I have to spend my Christmas with them? I'd gotten over it, but I never felt the same way about Christmas again. Each year I became a little less enthralled with the magic and a little more irritated by the mayhem.


    My sister waved me over to a folding chair next to her. I pulled my guitar out of its case and headed her way.


    "Let's try some of the songs from White Christmas. I printed out the lyrics. We'll have our first practice tomorrow afternoon after you get back from your hike. It'll give me time to scout some costumes and props." Ashley rustled through a pile of papers in front of her.


    She handed me the sheet music for "White Christmas." I knew the song because I played it every Christmas for business holiday parties.


    I played the first few notes. I opened my mouth to sing. And a deep, smooth baritone beat me to the punch. I looked up in surprise. Kyle was singing. Beautifully. I switched to singing backup, and we got through the song like a couple of pros. Everyone clapped enthusiastically.


    "I should take you on the road with me. You're wonderful!"


    Kyle smiled at the praise. "I sang at church. My grandmother used to take me every week."


    "Looks like you're stuck being Bing Crosby to my Rosemary Clooney. You've just auditioned your way into the Christmas play."


    He looked around the room. Everyone nodded happily.


    Ashley said, "Do you have a suit? You really need to wear a suit for the play."


    Kyle looked like he wished he'd have kept his mouth shut. "I do," he stammered.


    "And you have to shave off your beard. Bing Crosby didn't have a beard," Ashley said.


    "My beard? It's still winter. I really don't—" he began.


    The lights flickered wildly and then went off. The only light came from the fireplace.


    "Oh, dear," I heard Victoria murmur.


    "No worries," said Jake. "The generator will kick in any minute. This happens a couple of times a week."


    We waited. Nothing happened.


    "I think you'd look lovely without a beard, dear," Mammaw said out of the blue. "And so does your granny."


    "Thank you, ma'am." Kyle rubbed his chin. "But the beard keeps my face—" The lights flickered on and then went out again.


    "What the heck?" Jake exclaimed. "Why isn't the generator kicking on?"


    "Maybe you can just think about it, dear," Mammaw insisted.


    Everyone looked at Kyle. Kyle looked at me. "What do you think?"


    I was noodling my way through the "Sisters" song, because I knew Ashley would be clamoring for it any minute.


    "I think you should do what you want to do. But," I paused, giving him a little grin, "I would like to see who's behind the beard."


    He grinned back. "Done! I'll shave it tomorrow."


    The lights came on, and everybody cheered. Was I the only one who thought the timing weird?


    After exhausting most of the songs from White Christmas, The Grands and The Parents retired to their rooms for the night.


    "Can you play something original?" Kyle asked when they'd gone.


    "Sure," I said, and played my song about the Chesapeake Bay. It was soft and melancholy. Each string I plucked seemed to echo and bounce about the room, giving the song an almost lamenting feel. Wow, I thought, this room had great reverb.


    "So beautiful," Victoria said. Everyone agreed.


    "I'm impressed," Kyle said, adding, "and I can't believe that one's not on the radio."


    I shrugged. There were lots of great songs that never made it to the radio. Such was the life of a musician.


    Ashley yawned and elbowed Dan, who had been snoring at the end of the couch.


    Victoria stretched and excused herself for bed.


    "Guess, I'd better get home," said Kyle. "Is nine too early for our hike?"


    "Nine's good for me. I'm really looking forward to it."


    "Me too," he said, as I walked him to the door. He paused. "I'm really glad I stopped by tonight, Diana."


    "Me too." I looked up into his twinkling blue eyes. The corners were crinkled by wrinkles from time spent in the elements. He was such a good-natured man, couldn't hurt to spend some time with him.


    He leaned down and kissed my cheek, his beard tickling my neck. A shiver ran down my body and slammed into all the good parts. Warning bells went off. Yikes! Mark had been gone way too long. I hurried him out the door and called for Max. Time to call it a night.


    My room was just as I'd left it, the gas fire making it cozy and bright. Thankfully, there was no sign of the message in the mirror. Max trailed close on my heels, not sure what to make of the little room in the attic. He gave everything a good sniff and then hopped up onto the bed. I had to admit, I didn't feel as creeped out with Max with me. I'm not sure how much protection he'd provide in the event of another ghost incident, but it couldn't hurt having him there.


    What a strange day, I thought as I got ready for bed. All the talk of ghosts and messages from the other side and then Kyle showing up on the doorstep. I yawned. I turned down the fireplace so that there was just a glimmer. I didn't want to wake up freezing in the morning. I settled down under the covers and switched off the light. I thought about Mark and warm ocean breezes as I drifted off.


    


    


    * * * * *


    


    


    A low growl woke me from a sound sleep. Max was standing on the bed, staring intently at the door. His fur was sticking up on his back. I looked over at the door. The clock read 3:00 a.m.


    "Whatcha see boy?" I whispered.


    Max growled louder. I thought I saw the doorknob turn. I switched on the light and scrambled for my robe.


    Max hopped off the bed and darted for the door. He sniffed around the bottom of the frame. He growled louder.


    I reached for the knob and felt some resistance as I tried to turn it. Like someone was holding it on the other side. Okay, I'll admit, at this point I was completely freaked out. I turned hard and pulled the door open with as much force as I could.


    There was a squeal on the other side, and my niece, Tiffany, tumbled into the room.


    Max gave her a lick, probably checking for cookie crumbs.


    "Tiffany! What are you doing out of bed?"


    Tiffany rubbed her eyes. "That lady won't stop talking to me, Aunt Diana. I told her I couldn't talk to strangers, but she says she's not a stranger. She says she's my great-grandma. Only she doesn't look old like The Grands." Tiffany sucked her thumb and held tight to her pink blanket.


    This was getting ridiculous. We needed to hire an exorcist or get a priest in to bless the place. "It's okay, Tiff. I think you were having a bad dream."


    She looked up at me and rolled her eyes. "It's not a bad dream. She was there talkin' to me."


    She was probably right, but I thought it better to just pretend she'd dreamed the whole thing. "Time to get back to bed."


    Tiffany shook her head. "I wanna sleep with you and Max," she insisted.


    I tried to reason with her, but she was having none of it. So we all settled into my twin bed with Max growling every time I moved my feet in the cramped space.


    "One more sound outta you, and you're off the bed!" I whispered furiously.


    Max kept quiet, and soon Tiffany was sound asleep. I stared out the window over the bed. I was wide awake now.


    I thought about Victoria and Jake. It seemed unfair that a nice couple like them couldn't have children. As Tiffany snored softly next to me, I thought about what I was missing. I wanted children eventually, but since crossing the thirty barrier earlier this year, I could hear my clock ticking more loudly with each passing day. I was worried about waiting too long and then not being able to have a child of my own. Victoria and Jake's situation only made me worry more. But Mark showed no sign of being ready to settle down, let alone have children. I sighed. Maybe I needed to give Mark an ultimatum. Commit or get off the pot! But what if he liked playing secret agent man more than playing house with me? I'd be back on the dating scene. Ugh! Maybe if I took more time off so I'd be around more when Mark was; spending weeks away on tour might be helping my career, but it was doing a number on my love life. Come to think of it, I hadn't exactly been sending Mark I'm-ready-to-settle-down-now messages. Actually, quite the opposite. I needed to take this more seriously. My future children depended on it.


    I had this sudden urge to call Mark, but he was thousands of miles away and only able to call me a few times a week. If I had an emergency I could contact his partner, but I'd sooner lose a finger before dialing her number. We weren't exactly on the best of terms after she'd stalked me, then tried to steal Mark away. I rolled over as best I could and closed my eyes.


    


    


    * * * * *


    


    


    "It's cold, Aunt Diana," Tiffany whined.


    I opened one eye to dim morning sunlight drifting through the window. I looked at the fireplace. It was off. Argh! How did that happen?


    I shifted around my niece and Max and winced as my bare feet hit the icy floors. I pressed the button on the side of the fireplace, and it roared to life. The fan kicked on, and warm air began pouring into the small room.


    "It'll only take a minute," I assured her, checking the time on my phone. Almost seven.


    Max had moved into the warm spot left when I vacated the bed. Might as well get dressed. I padded over to the dresser and pulled out sweat pants and socks. I whipped the long T-shirt I'd slept in over my head and stuffed it into a drawer. I layered a fresh T-shirt and a stylish pink and teal plaid shirt. I closed the drawer and checked myself in the mirror. The warm air from the fireplace had produced a fog on the cold surface of the mirror.


    The word H-O-P-E was visible across the mirror. Like someone had used their finger to write on the fogged surface.


    "Did you do that?" I know it was a stupid question, but I had to ask.


    Tiffany shook her head. "It was Granny Babs."


    The word began to fade as the room warmed. "You saw her?"


    Tiffany nodded.


    "Is she here now?"


    "No. She had stuff to do. She said she was going to do something even if it's wrong." Tiffany rubbed her eyes and stretched. "I'm hungry."


    I love how kids can switch gears. Funny, I was hungry too. "Okay, let's go find some breakfast."


    


    



    


    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER FIVE


    


    


    


    We plodded down the stairs with Max fast on our heels. The kitchen smelled like heaven. Victoria was brewing coffee and baking some kind of cinnamon roll in the oven.


    "Sleep well?" she called as we entered.


    "I had a visitor." I pointed to Tiffany who waved. I thought about telling her about the message, but wasn't sure what to say. I didn't want her thinking all of us were crackpots.


    While Victoria fussed over Tiffany, I grabbed a cup of coffee and my parka and took Max for a short walk around the property.


    I felt like I was on the inside of a Christmas snow globe looking out. The wind blew the fluffy snow from the treetops and onto our heads as Max hunted for the perfect spot to poop.


    "Maybe you should consult Google Maps for the best location," I snipped.


    It's a good thing he had paws instead of fingers, I thought as he finally settled into a spot. Sometimes he looked like he'd give me the finger if he could.


    I guess if I had to do my business out here in the frozen tundra, I wouldn't want people telling me how to do it either.


    He kicked up the snow to show he was done. A rabbit wandered into his field of vision. He gave a bark and raced off in the direction of the stream that ran along side the property. My coffee was getting cold, and I wasn't dressed warmly enough for tramping through the snow.


    I looked back at the house as I waited for him to finish his futile rabbit hunt. I marveled at how it was like something out of an old movie. If ever there was a place to recapture the Christmas spirit, this was it. I stared hard. Something in the attic window of my bedroom caught my eye. A shadowy figured appeared to be waving to me. I blinked a couple of times, and the figure was gone.


    I shook my head. Probably had another message from the grave on my mirror. Why couldn't this ghost just shoot me an email?


    I rubbed my hands together and stamped my feet. Time's up buddy, I thought, and gave a whistle, trying to coax Max back to my side and beat a hasty retreat for the back door.


    Victoria had a cinnamon bun and some more coffee waiting for me when I stepped through the door. It was so warm and wonderful. I shrugged off my coat and left my wet shoes at the door. Max drank some water and then stared pointedly at his empty bowl.


    "Poor puppy," Victoria cooed. "No one got his breakfast ready. I'll get it for you and add a little treat."


    Max's ears perked up at the word "treat." He waited eagerly as Victoria put a couple of scoops of dog food in his bowl, topping it off with a crispy piece of bacon.


    "Would you like some bacon and eggs?" she asked.


    "No, I'm good with this," indicating the half-eaten roll in my hand. "It's delicious!"


    "So you're going on a hike with Kyle today?" she asked with a glance in my direction.


    "Yep. What was that look for?"


    "Oh, nothing," she said with a laugh. "It's just he's been the most eligible bachelor on the mountain for this past year since his wife left him."


    I took another sip of coffee. "Yeah, what's the scoop there?"


    "Nothing very exciting. She wanted a life in the big city, and he didn't. I will say that I think he is very old-fashioned and stuck in his ways. If he'd have compromised a little more, he might still be married."


    I thought about that. The reason I wasn't married is because the one time I'd gotten close I'd been asked to compromise my musical ambitions. I had to respect his integrity.


    "Seems like he wanted a certain kind of lifestyle, and she knew it when she married him. Why should he be expected to change now?" I asked.


    Victoria looked surprised. "Marriage is fundamentally a contract in compromise. At least that's how I was raised," she added.


    "Well, I guess that's why I'm not married. When things start getting serious, seems like it's up to the woman to do the compromising."


    Victoria turned off the burner and loaded a truckload of scrambled eggs into a silver chafing dish. "So your Mark, he makes you do all the compromising?" she asked. "Then maybe you should give Kyle a chance."


    I laughed. "No, Mark is definitely the compromiser in our relationship." I felt a little guilty thinking about all the compromising he'd done since meeting me. Maybe that had something to do with his lack of commitment. "Besides, Kyle's just not my type. Although, don't get me wrong, he's definitely attractive."


    "Yes, he is," she agreed. "And he does make a nice little distraction for your visit. Eh?" She wiggled her eyebrows and giggled like a school girl. I couldn't help but laugh too.


    My sister strode into the kitchen with her two boys begging for food behind her.


    "All ready, my little chicks," Victoria called good-naturedly.


    "Oh, thank you so much, Victoria," my sister said as she collapsed into the chair next to me. She grabbed my cup of coffee and took a swig.


    "Hey! Get your own."


    "I will. I just needed a quick fix." Her eyes opened wider. "Wow, that's really good. I barely slept last night."


    I latched on to her last comment. "What was bothering you?"


    She shrugged. "Just kept hearing every little creak. Oh, and there's always Dan's snoring."


    "Nothing else…out of the ordinary?" I prodded.


    She gave me a look. "No, why?"


    "No reason." If I told my sister about my mirror messages, she'd organize a séance or something. And Aunt Pearl would tell Victoria to break out her crystal ball. You had to keep an eye out for these kinds of social pitfalls when dealing with my family.


    She made a move to take another drink, and I grabbed my cup before she could get it. She gave me a beseeching look.


    "I'm just tired thinking about all the work I have to do today to get ready for the play. Tomorrow is Christmas Eve!"


    Victoria handed her a cup of coffee.


    "Why are you doing this? Don't you have enough with three kids and a husband?" I asked.


    "Do what?" she replied.


    "The play. Do you really need more stress?"


    "I'm doing it for fun," she insisted. "It's only stressful because you're not helping me."


    Somehow I knew this would all be my fault. "I don't want to do a Christmas play!" I sputtered. "You're manipulating me into it just like when we were kids."


    She glared at me. "You'll still do it right?"


    I threw my hands up and made for the door.


    "Don't be too late from your hike," she called. "We're having a screening of the White Christmas movie at three. We need to firm up the scenes for our first rehearsal."


    Jeez! What a bossy butt!


    I bounded up the stairs to change into my "hiking clothes." Okay, truth was I was more of a stroller than a hiker, but I did have some chunky looking boots that would probably suffice. I also brought a fuzzy white head band to protect my ears and a pair of leather gloves. Thankfully, as I opened the door my room showed no signs of entry or haunting. No new messages on the mirror either. I grabbed my clothes and toiletries and dashed down to the main bathroom.


    Ten minutes later I was dressed, and my hair was fluffed. I was even sporting a swipe of mascara and lip gloss. I settled into a nook of the cheery living room to practice Christmas songs—ugh!—on my guitar. How did I get talked into these things?


    A few peaceful moments passed, and then I heard the shuffling of feet and the scrape of a walker on the stairs. Followed by:


    "Git outta my way you old fart!" That would be Granddaddy, of course.


    "Don't rush me, Hacker. You have the manners of an ape!" cried Uncle Grover.


    "Now, boys, be nice," cooed Mammaw.


    "You push me Hacker, an' I'll knock your block off!" warned Aunt Pearl.


    It usually took two people to get Mammaw and Aunt Pearl up the stairs, but they did alright coming down on their own.


    They appeared in the doorway looking like a decrepit bunch of Little Rascals.


    "Where's yer sister?" Granddaddy asked. "We got bid'ness to discuss."


    The Grands nodded.


    "We have decided we'd like to be in the play. I was Romeo in my high school production of Romeo and Juliet," Uncle Grover said proudly.


    "Probably wore tights and ladies' drawers," Granddaddy snorted.


    "It was a play, not a ballet." Uncle Grover stared down his nose at Granddaddy.


    Aunt Pearl waved them off. "Shut your traps, you two," she ordered. "We want to do the Army scene. You know the one where they sing about how they miss the army and do that little dance number?"


    I really didn't and was surprised that they did.


    "We've been watching it on Mammaw's iPad. We're off to a good start, if I do say so," added Uncle Grover.


    When did Mammaw get an iPad? And what was she using it for?


    Memories of Aunt Pearl borrowing my laptop last summer made me cringe. It had taken me a month to get all the porn sites to quit popping up.


    "We're going to lip sync to the music, so all we have to do is get the dance down right," explained Mammaw. "I used to be quite a dancer you know."


    "You did the hula. Ain't no hula's in the movie," Granddaddy said.


    "She can do the hula if she wants," said Aunt Pearl. "Don't wanna hear none of your lip Hacker."


    Before they could come to blows, I pointed them towards the kitchen and assured them Ashley would work it all out.


    Diana one. Ashley zero. Ah, sisterly love.


    


    


    * * * * *


    


    


    It had started to snow again when Kyle arrived at nine to pick me up for our hike. I was waiting on the porch, dodging my sister's attempts to measure me for the gown she hoped to find at the town's consignment shop.


    "You look like a snow bunny," Kyle said, giving me a peck on the cheek. He still looked like Grizzly Adams.


    "Thought you were shaving off your beard?"


    He smiled ruefully. "Trying to keep it just a little longer. I can't believe I let your sister talk me into shaving."


    "She's gotten the best of us. I spent the morning practicing Christmas carols." I sighed.


    He opened his truck door for me, and I climbed up into the surprisingly luxurious cabin. "This is some truck," I said looking at the leather seats and dashboard bells and whistles.


    "Lindsey bought it the month before she left. She took my paid-off Toyota and left me with this thing. My mortgage is less. But it's not worth trading in yet."


    He didn't seem bitter. More annoyed than anything. "So were you surprised when she left?"


    He pulled onto the main road that headed into town.


    "Nope," he said with a sigh. "I saw it comin' a mile away. At least it wasn't for another guy. We still talk every week. I worry about her being in Philly by herself."


    Still talking to his ex after a year? Something was a little strange here.


    "I'm surprised to hear that you're so close to your ex-wife," I said as diplomatically as possible.


    He glanced over at me. "I don't want you to get the wrong idea. We're definitely through." He nodded his head as if to confirm it to himself.


    "So when was the divorce final?"


    Silence.


    "It's not final yet, is it?" I asked.


    He shook his head. "I went to a lawyer and got the ball rolling, but I guess I've been dragging my feet ever since. And she doesn't do well with details, so I expect she won't file either."


    "Have you seen her since she left?"


    "Nope. It'll be a year tomorrow."


    "She left you on Christmas Eve?" I stared at him with my mouth open. Talk about a nightmare before Christmas.


    "It was tough," he said quietly.


    I sat quietly as he parked the truck in front of the tiny post office.


    Before I could open the door, he had hopped out and was pulling it open for me.


    I smiled. I liked old-fashioned guys.


    "I just want you to know that I am ready to move on with my life. Meeting you has made me realize what I've been missing out on this past year."


    Uh-oh. "Kyle, I think I should warn you that I'm already seeing someone."


    Kyle sighed. "Jake told me you were seeing someone. I just thought maybe it wasn't serious because he wasn't with you for Christmas." Wow, when you put it that way, it sure didn't sound good. I took a deep breath and followed him into the post office. It was as old-fashioned on the inside as it was on the outside. A wizened old lady of at least eighty bustled about the small iron cage of her window.


    "Well, I'll be. Looks like you've caught yourself a snow bunny Kyle!" she cried.


    I smiled politely. Kyle blushed and then introduced me, ending with why we were there.


    "Well ya don't say Brandy's back in town! An' yer her girl." She shook her head and made tsking sounds. "Now that was quite a story back in the day. Poor thing. But Babs was always a wild child. So 'course she married the craziest man she could find. Not that he wasn't handsome, and he had a certain charm I'll admit." She winked at me. "But Bab's husband had a love of the liquor, and there weren't nothing he loved better. I wasn't surprised when he high-tailed it outta here after her death. But we haven't seen him 'round these parts in over forty years. What makes you think he's here?"


    Kyle and I glanced at each other. I shrugged and said, "Babs told us he's in town somewhere and that he's dying. She wants my mom to reunite with him before it's too late."


    My reference to my dead grandmother didn't seem to faze her. Jeez, had everyone gone Sixth Sense on me? "Ya don't say," whispered Mabel. "Don't that just beat all. Well ya never know when the dead are gonna make themselves known."


    "Do you have any idea where my grandfather might go if he were back in town? Did he keep in touch with any friends?" I asked.


    "If he has, he hasn't been mailing under his own name. I'd have picked up on that in a second." She thought for a few moments. "Back when we were all goin' to school together, he an' some boys used to have a hideout up near Chances Point. Not many folks up there this time of year."


    Kyle whistled. "That's five miles straight up. Barely a path, and right now it's under three feet of snow. No way an old man could've made his way up there."


    "Maybe he had help," I said. "Is there someone he could've hired to take him up there and bring him supplies."


    Kyle laughed. "Yeah, me."


    "No," I said, thinking it through, "he would've recognized your name. Is there someone else? A competitor?"


    "There's Sprague Tours outta Jim Thorpe."


    Mabel snapped her fingers. "Saw that Sprague truck three times this month. Struck me as strange since you do most the tours around here."


    "Can we get up to Chance Point today?" I asked.


    Kyle frowned. "I don't know about we, Diana. It's not an easy trip. I'd need to go back to my shop and get some heavy gear. Let me call Sprague and feel him out."


    "No! He might tip off my grandfather."


    "He's not going anywhere on his own. I can guarantee you that. It would be better if Sprague contacted him. Maybe he'd take us up there," Kyle reasoned.


    "Okay," I relented, "but if he gives us the runaround, you've got to take me up there. It's Christmas, and my grandfather belongs with his family. Not dying alone in the wilderness." I'm not sure where all that came from. I guess my Christmas spirit had been dimmed but not extinguished.


    


    


    


    


    


    



    


    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER SIX


    


    


    


    "Truth be told, I'm glad you called," said Bill Sprague. "I hadn't felt right about leaving an old man up on the mountain in the first place."


    "I can't believe we found him," I said again as Bill's outback Jeep climbed the snowy path up the mountain.


    "Like I said on the phone, I think he's in pretty bad shape. He looks like a tough old bugger," he paused, adding, "but the way he talked sounded like he didn't have much time left."


    Kyle gave me a sympathetic look.


    "Did he give a reason for coming back?" I asked.


    "Didn't say much other than he wanted to be left in peace. Just paid me to take him up there an' to bring him supplies."


    "My mom would be devastated if she found out her father was so close and she didn't get to see him before he died. Thank you for doing this."


    Bill nodded.


    The Jeep started to bog down as the path disappeared. Bill turned off the engine, saying, "We walk from here. 'Bout a mile."


    Bill passed out snowshoes and poles. He had also brought a sled of sorts so we could transport my grandfather back to the Jeep. The snow picked up intensity the farther up the mountain we climbed. There was white as far as I could see, and it was so quiet. Like it was a thousand years ago, and we were the first humans to pass this way.


    "You doin' okay?" Kyle asked.


    I nodded.


    "Not exactly what I was thinkin' when I invited you on a tour. I pictured a walk in the snow, followed by some hot chocolate in front of a cozy fireplace. Just the two of us," he added, with a smile.


    "Yeah, this is some first date," I joked. "But it's beautiful."


    Kyle looked a little startled, but then warmed to the idea. "I guess you're right. It is our first date."


    I was kicking myself for that offhand comment. I really didn't want him thinking of this as a first date. "Let's just think of this as a friend helping out another friend instead of a date."


    "Yeah, this isn't much of a date. But while we're on the topic, I'd like to ask you on a real date." Before I could remind him that I was already dating someone else, I noticed a column of smoke rising in the distance. "Look," I said pointing to the smoke and side-stepping the date question. "There it is."


    Bill nodded. "Good sign to see the chimney smoke. I been worried this whole way we'd find he'd already passed."


    The tiny cabin came into full view a few minutes later. A stack of wood sat next to the front door. The snow was pristine around the outside of the cabin, indicating its occupant hadn't been out yet this morning.


    I started feeling nervous about seeing my grandfather for the first time. What if he didn't want to come with us? Maybe I should've brought my mom. Indecision weighed down what should have been a happy moment.


    The sound of a lock turning cracked through the quiet. The door flew open and the barrel of rifle appeared. The unmistakable click of a bullet entering a chamber stopped us in our tracks.


    Bill held up his hands. "Mr. Wilson, it's me, Bill Sprague."


    "Whatcha doin' up here? I didn't call you!" The gun was unwavering. The voice surprisingly strong for a dying man.


    "I've brought your granddaughter," Bill called. "She wants to take you back to your daughter for Christmas."


    I stepped forward. "I'm Brandy's daughter, Diana. I just want to talk to you."


    The gun wavered. "Who's that big fella with you?" he asked suspiciously.


    "It's Kyle Johnson from the Johnson farm," I called back.


    He lowered his gun and motioned us in. His eyes were blue and sharp; his hair was white and thick. And he didn't move like an old man.


    "It's not very nice to put a gun on a visitor," I chided as I stamped my boots off on the doorstep.


    "It is when you're not expectin' a visitor." He turned to Bill. "What part of wanting peace and quiet did you not understand?"


    Bill shrugged. "I haven't been feelin' right about this, Mr. Wilson."


    We all shuffled into the snug cabin. Kyle shut the door behind us.


    My grandfather indicated we should sit at the old wooden table and then said, "State your business and go. I want to finish my breakfast."


    I looked longingly at the coffee pot on the big wood stove in one corner of the room.


    My grandfather followed my gaze. "Guess you'll be wantin' some coffee."


    I nodded and gave him my best smile. He grumbled and set the pot on the table with three chipped mugs. Kyle poured me a steaming cup. I grabbed it eagerly and took a sip. Not bad and definitely hot.


    I glanced around the room. Pretty sparse. No sign of medical equipment, though. If he really was dying of something, it didn't look like he was receiving any treatment. In the corner sat an old acoustical guitar. Immediately drawn to it, I walked over to get a better look. It was an old Gibson—probably 1930s by the look of it—but it had been well-cared-for, and the strings looked fresh. It wasn't as ornate as a lot of guitars from that era, but if it was what I thought it was, it was way more valuable.


    "Is this really a D-28?" I asked, touching the neck lightly.


    "It sure is—you play?" he asked in surprise.


    I nodded. Wow, a Gibson D-28 was the stuff of legends. This thing was worth more than my condo. I ran my fingers over the strings.


    He looked up at me. "What kind of music do you play?"


    I shrugged. "Contemporary, pop, rock. I've written quite a few of my own songs. I've been a full-time musician for the last five years."


    "Well, pick it up," my grandfather said irritably. "Ain't gonna play itself."


    "Really?" I asked in surprise. He nodded. I picked up the guitar reverently. It felt warm to the touch; almost alive. I strummed it lightly, honeyed notes oozed from the strings. Beautiful. It felt sacrilegious to play a contemporary song; the guitar begged for some vintage country. I searched my brain for something upbeat and, more importantly, something I remembered. Almost with a will of their own, my fingers picked out notes and a voice in my head whispered, "San Antonio Rose."


    The melody came easily; the words not so much. As I stumbled over the second verse, I heard my grandfather's voice join mine. He rose from his chair and came to stand beside me. I smiled over at him. His hands were watching my fingers.


    We finished with a flourish. Bill and Kyle clapped.


    "You are great, Diana!" Kyle said with enthusiasm.


    "You two should take that act on the road." Bill smiled and toasted us with his cup of coffee.


    "Where'd you learn to pick a guitar like that?" my grandfather asked, taking the guitar from me.


    "I'm self-taught. Spent a lot of time watching others and reading books." He set the guitar back on its stand. "Only thing my daddy ever gave me was that guitar. If he knew what it was worth today, he'd rise outta the grave and take it back. Story goes he won it in a card game in 1938. Guy that he cheated had nothin' in the world but that guitar, so he paid his debt with it. He claimed he'd paid a $100 for it, but my daddy didn't believe a guitar could be worth that much. And he didn't have much use for a guitar, so he left it under the tree for me that Christmas. Not too long after that he went to seek his fortune on the West Coast, but all he found was a bullet waitin' for him. Guess they didn't take to card cheats so well out there." He sat back down in his chair and turned to me.


    "I'd love to hear you play something," I said, breaking the spell.


    His laugh turned into a harsh cough. "There's the irony," he said with a smile. "I polish it, change the strings, keep it in tune, but I never learned to play it. Never had time. Always working some angle or another trying to make more money than I knew what to do with. Came up here to spend what's left of my life in peace. Thought maybe I'd pass the time learning to play. I bought some books, but it's not been goin' so well." His expression was wry.


    "Let me teach you," I said excitedly.


    He sighed and gave me a sad look.


    He seemed to think about it for a minute, and then said, "I was at the Grand Ole Opry in 1962." He leaned back in his chair and took a sip of coffee. "Got to see Loretta Lynn live. She didn't have nothin' on you." He pointed a gnarled finger at me.


    I felt my eyes tear up. "Please, come back with us."


    He stared out the window. "I never paid much mind to church teachins' in my youth. Too busy drinkin' and runnin' round with women to care. But when you're pushing eighty-three, you start thinkin' about the afterlife. Looking for signs and such," he waved his hand around. He took a ragged breath. We waited for him to continue.


    "So I'm sitting here in one of the few places in this country where a man can find peace and quiet, and you show up." He looked at me.


    "I'm so sorry—" I began.


    He held up a hand to stop me. "Let me finish. My granddaughter knocks on my front door, walks inside, picks up the guitar I've been worshipin' for more than seventy years and plays the song my mamma played every night after my daddy left her. You know that song was released in 1938 as an instrumental only; didn't have words until 1940. Mamma preferred the instrumental, wore that record out. She used to make up her own lyrics depending on her mood."


    "I can see how this could be overwhelming." I nodded sympathetically. I was a little creeped out to find out how much the song meant to him. Had I actually heard a voice whisper to me?


    He stood up abruptly. He went over to the guitar and laid it in its case. Next he looked under his bed and dug out a suitcase.


    "Well don't just stand there," he said, "help me pack. I ain't sittin' here waiting for lighting to strike me. No, this was sign enough for me."


    I jumped up and gave him a hug. "You are going to love it—" I paused, adding, "I'm not sure what to call you."


    He returned my hug awkwardly. "Suppose you could call me Granddad."


    "Perfect! We're stay at the Bickling house, Granddad." I smiled, liking the way it rolled off my tongue.


    He looked surprised. "Can't believe that place's still in the family."


    I nodded. "Aunt Pearl's son, Jake, lives there with his wife, Victoria."


    "Uh, Pearl's still alive?" he asked.


    "Very much."


    "Don't think she's going to be too happy to see me." He grimaced.


    "It's been over fifty years. I'm sure she'll be happy to see you. I know my mom will be."


    He looked worried. "This ain't going to be easy for Brandy. I've got a lot to make up for." His ragged cough ricocheted off the log walls. "Darn cold!" he added. "Been fightin' it for days now."


    Bill and Kyle exchanged worried looks. Oh, God, don't let him have lung cancer, I prayed.


    "Let's just take it a step at time," I said and started pulling clothes out of the dresser drawer.


    Bill and Kyle carried out the guitar and a few other personal items. Granddad turned to me. "By the way, how'd you find me?"


    I debated how much to tell him. I didn't want to completely freak him out. However, he'd be meeting The Grands soon enough, so I might as well get it over with. "Babs told my Mammaw that we needed to find you before it was too late. She said you'd be joining her for happy hour soon."


    He stared at me blankly for a few seconds. "Babs always did love happy hour. Huh—who'd a thought it?" he asked almost to himself.


    "What's that, Granddad?" I asked, shutting his suitcase.


    "That there'd be a happy hour in heaven."


    I thought about it for a second. Funny, I would've thought happy hours in heaven were a given.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER SEVEN


    


    


    


    Granddad insisted on walking to the car. He may not have been fast, but he was surefooted. I wish I could say the same. I'd face-planted twice in the snow. One of those times, I'd taken Kyle down with me. One minute he was helping tighten my snow shoe, and the next we were flapping around in three feet of snow.


    We arrived at the house a few minutes before two. Hungry, wet, cold and tired, but victorious nonetheless. Bill Sprague promised to collect the rest of Granddad's things and drop them off later in the week. Granddad gave him an unsure look but didn't argue.


    "I haven't set foot in that house in over fifty years," Granddad said, staring out the window. "It looks pretty good for its age. Kinda eerie, like it's been frozen in time."


    I could see that. "It'll be okay," I assured him.


    "What's your mom like?"


    Hmmm… "Wonderful, wacky, dramatic, caring," I ticked off.


    He nodded. "Sounds just like Babs."


    "Why didn't you ever come back?" I asked bluntly.


    Without missing a beat, he said, "Because I was drunk and selfish most my life. I woke up sober, old and lonely; figured it was my penance and didn't want to burden my daughter with my presence. Maybe I was wrong."


    I patted his hand. "Well, let's make it right, c'mon."


    Kyle gave me a smile as he opened the door and helped me down.


    As we approached the walkway, the front door opened. A shrill voice called, "Take one more step Dub Wilson, and I'll put a bullet in your head."


    We all looked up to see Aunt Pearl balancing a shot gun on the edge of her walker. She was leaning heavily against the walker, but her hands were steady.


    "Put that down, Aunt Pearl," I gasped.


    "Nothin' doin'," she yelled. "I'm going to do what I shoulda done a long time ago."


    My mom appeared at the door behind Aunt Pearl. "Pearl what are doing with that gun?" she cried. She looked out at us.


    "What's going on, Diana?" she asked. "Who's that with you?" Granddad let out a gasp. "It's her voice. She sounds just like Babs."


    "Mom," I began, "maybe we should go in and sit down. Aunt Pearl put the gun down before there's an accident."


    Without even a glance at Aunt Pearl, my mom whipped the gun right out of her hands. "Who's that, Diana?" she asked more warily this time.


    "It's your father, Mom," I said, taking a step forward. Granddad started to follow me.


    My mom let out a primal growl and brought the gun up. "I should've let Pearl shoot you!" she hissed at Granddad.


    "Mom, put the gun down!" I cried. The door opened behind her and The Parents and The Grands filtered out. They uttered a collective gasp when they took in the standoff.


    My stepfather walked up and wrenched the gun from my mother's grasp.


    "What happened to the caring part?" Granddad said out of the corner of his mouth.


    "Give her time," I replied, watching my mom collapse into Dave's arms. "Remember, you've got a lot of making up to do."


    


    


    * * * * *


    


    


    It took an hour and spiked eggnog all round for everyone to calm down and come to terms with the long-lost Dub Wilson appearing on the doorstep. The Grands, with the exception of Aunt Pearl, welcomed him the way kids on a playground welcomed the new kid. A little abrasive at first, but excited to have a new person to tell all their old stories to. The Parents, with the exception of my mom, warmed up after hearing Granddad's story and his heartfelt desire to make things right.


    I went into the kitchen to get another round of drinks and found Ashley with a half empty bottle of wine on the counter. She raised her glass to me.


    "What's up with you?" I asked.


    She rolled her eyes. "Once again you ruined my plans," she hissed. "All I wanted was a nice family Christmas. To watch movies, bake cookies, and put on a Christmas play. But noooo, Diana wasn't having it."


    It was my turn to roll my eyes. "How did I ruin your Christmas? I've done nothing!"


    She waved her wine glass towards the living room. "You just had to go bringing home long-lost Granddad out there! For what?" she asked. "To upset Mom? To give us yet another Grand to take care of?"


    Wow, that was cold even for Ashley. "One more Grand to take care of? Are you kidding? That's our grandfather out there, and he's sick! I know Mom's upset, but you have to see this as a good thing for her."


    Ashley shook her head. "I really don't, and he looks pretty spry to me. But you think bringing the man who abandoned her as a child and left her with Aunt Pearl after her mother died is a great idea? Wrong! He's a bad person. Why should we want him in our lives?"


    I sighed. "What about redemption and forgiveness? Jeez, Ashley, it's Christmas after all! It's not about cookies and carols. If you can't find enough Christmas spirit to give your own grandfather a chance, then maybe you'd better take a hard look at yourself."


    "Don't preach to me about Christmas spirit! You're the worst Grinch ever. You hate Christmas."


    She had me there. "Well, people can change. I may not like all the trappings of Christmas, but this trip has made me appreciate the magic of it, the way it puts people in a certain frame of mind." I found myself actually believing the words as I said them. Pretty incredible stuff for a humbug like me. "I'm glad we're here together. This was a great idea, Ashley," I said, offering her an olive branch.


    That seemed to mollify her. She took a sip of wine. "I'm not happy he's here, but he is our grandfather, so I'll give him the benefit of the doubt."


    I felt her thawing, so I went in for the kill. "Think there's still time to watch White Christmas?"


    She smiled. "Of course, we'll just fast forward to all the good scenes. Wait 'til you see the dresses I found for us at the thrift shop today!" She clapped her hands together.


    "Can't wait," I mumbled under my breath as she hurried out of the kitchen to get the troops ready for the movie.


    I made a fresh batch of eggnog, adding a generous amount of rum, and grabbed another tray of cookies. Victoria must have elves baking for her at night.


    The gang was already situated in front of the TV. The Grands were clustered together swapping stories with Granddad. Aunt Pearl was keeping her distance, but I could tell she wasn't missing a word. Uncle Grover had just asked Granddad about how the house restoration compared with the old house.


    Kyle gave me a smile and patted the seat next to him on the sofa.


    "It don't look like it's changed much to me. Kind of weird coming back to the house years later and everything looking the same," Granddad replied.


    "You got rocks in your head!" Aunt Pearl snapped. "Victoria and Jake have done a great job updating this place. Why this house used to be so drafty, you couldn't light a candle."


    Granddad nodded. "Oh, they've made a lot of improvements. But I do miss a few things." He glanced in Aunt Pearl's direction. "Remember how you girls were always measuring yourselves in the doorway. Must've been a hundred marks." He laughed.


    Aunt Pearl acted like she didn't hear him, but I saw her eyes go to the doorway.


    "Can't rightly picture Pearl young," Granddaddy Hacker guffawed.


    "Shut your mouth, Hacker." Aunt Pearl gave him an evil look.


    "Oh, Pearl and Babs were quite the lookers," said Granddad.


    Granddaddy Hacker leaned over and put his hand to his ear. "They were hookers, you say?"


    It was Ashley's turn to chastise him. "Not nice, Granddaddy."


    "Is it like this all the time?" Kyle whispered.


    I raised my eyebrows. "No," I said, "usually it's worse."


    He laughed and patted my knee. Uh-oh, I thought looking at his hand. I didn't want him getting any "under the eaves" ideas.


    Granddad had a long, hacking coughing spell which drew concerned looks from everyone. "We'd all been playmates for years, but the first time I saw Babs in a fancy dress at a high school dance it was all over for me. She was like a bad little angel. All blond and pretty, with an ornery streak a mile wide. 'Member that time she brought a jug of your daddy's moonshine to the church social, Pearl?"


    For the first time, Pearl's lips turned up in a smile. "We were sick for a week after that." She shook her head at the memory. "Babs was something else. Always gettin' me in trouble."


    "Yep, fifty years, and not a day goes by that I don't miss her," he said sadly and turned to me. "I'm so glad you found me."


    "Me, too," my mom said from the doorway.


    Aunt Pearl got to her feet and held out her arms. My mom went to her and laid her head on her shoulder. "You always said family's family even if they're a bunch of knot-heads."


    Aunt Pearl sighed and released my mom. "Guess I did. Just never figured I'd have to see that knot-head again." She hooked a finger at Granddad. "But he seems like he mighta got some sense in his old age," she acknowledged grudgingly.


    They both looked at Granddad. He opened his arms, and my mom went to him, tears flowing. For about five minutes there wasn't a dry eye in the house.


    Then Granddaddy Hacker said, "Stop all this caterwaullin'! Aren't we supposed to be practicing for the play tomorrow?"


    My sister jumped into action, dimming the lights and cuing the movie. I blew my nose on a tissue Kyle handed me and took another gulp of eggnog.


    "Boy, there's never a dull moment with your family, is there?"


    I shook my head. "Never."


    "Okay, everyone. Attention please," Ashley commanded.


    "Oh, brother," I mumbled under my breath.


    "So just to recap, we are putting on a play tomorrow night showcasing several of the big musical numbers from White Christmas. Diana and I will be performing the 'Sisters' routine. Dan and Kyle will follow us immediately with the drag-version of the same song. Then Dan and I will perform the dance between Danny Kaye and Vera-Ellen entitled 'The Best Things Happen While You're Dancing.' Next up will be The Grands performing 'Gee, I Wish I Was Back in the Army.'" She took a breath. "We'll end with a sing-a-long to 'White Christmas,' mimicking the closing scene of the movie. You will need to practice the dance numbers on your own this afternoon." She gave us all a stern look. "Because dress rehearsal's at seven tonight so we have time to make changes if needed. Any questions?"


    The General had spoken. We all knew to keep our mouths shut and just go along with her plans. Resistance was futile. A yawn escaped my mouth, and I leaned back in the sofa.


    "You really don't have to stay if you don't want to," I whispered to Kyle.


    He smiled. "Can't think of anywhere I'd rather be right now."


    I ignored his comment and focused my attention on the screen. I needed to tread very carefully with Kyle. I glanced around the room. My granddad was holding my mom's hand. Victoria and Jake were snuggled in a recliner meant for one. The fire crackled merrily in the grate. I felt a rush of Christmas spirit like I hadn't felt since I was a child. I turned my attention back to the screen and made a vow to put as much effort into this production as I did into a professional gig. I owed Ashley that much.


    Mammaw suddenly stood up and shuffled over to the staircase. I watched her warily out of the corner of my eye. What now?


    "Mother," my stepfather called, "come back and watch the movie."


    "Looks like the haints are talkin' to her again," Granddaddy Hacker observed.


    Ashley raised her eyes heavenward and put the film on pause.


    We were able to hear Mammaw say clearly, "Oh, my! Tomorrow. We'll be ready. Oh, yes, that's a fine idea. Three, really? How nice!"


    She shuffled back into the living room and took her seat like nothing had happened.


    She stared at the TV as though she'd already forgotten the conversation.


    We all stared at her. Granddaddy Hacker broke the silence. "Well what in tarnation did the haints want this time?"


    Mammaw looked confused. "Oh, um, well I really can't go into details. But I can tell you there are some lovely costumes that would be perfect for the play in the attic. I believe they're in a brown trunk."


    Victoria gasped. "How did she know that?"


    "The haints told her, didn't ya hear?" Granddaddy said loudly. "Now what's this about 'three'?"


    Mammaw smiled placidly. "There will be three Christmas miracles."


    We all stared at her for a few seconds.


    "How nice," Anne murmured, breaking the spell.


    My father raised his brows. "Guess we could use a few miracles around here."


    "Are there really old clothes in the attic, Victoria? We could use some more costumes. I only found a few things at the thrift store." Forget the miracles, Ashley wanted costumes for the play.


    "There's a lot of everything in the attic. It's huge. We've never had the time to go through it all. It's worse since we did the bedroom renovation up there. But there is a brown trunk full of old clothes."


    "Can we go take a look?" Ashley asked excitedly. "I'll leave this on for everyone to watch, and the three of us could go." She indicated me. I made a face. I didn't really want to go tramping around in the creepy old attic on the advice of haints.


    "Of course," Victoria said, standing up.


    Kyle gave me a sympathetic smile as I rose to join them. "Holler if you need help," he said.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    



    


    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER EIGHT


    


    


    


    The unfinished attic was the stuff of horror movies. I felt like Nancy Drew investigating The Mystery of the 99 Steps as we climbed the narrow staircase.


    "We haven't been up here much since we did the remodel on the attic room last year," Victoria apologized as she turned the lock on the old wooden door. The door opened with a forlorn creak.


    The sun was low in the sky, and only a few beams made it through the dust-coated windows. A sea of discarded furniture, battered boxes, and curiosities lined the narrow walkway. Victoria switched on a large overhead fluorescent. The room was suddenly bathed in light. The creepiness receded, but the clutter was daunting.


    "I think the trunk Mammaw described is on the back wall." Victoria pointed to spot at the end of the long attic.


    A cobweb caught my hand as I steadied myself on a vanity table. Ick! Why are we doing this again? I asked myself. Oh, yeah, the ghosts told us to.


    As we reached the back wall, a large brown trunk came into view. Next to it was a plastic covered bassinet and several boxes marked "Baby." I saw Victoria glance at the bassinet.


    "That looks new," said Ashley.


    Victoria nodded sadly. "Not so new, but it's never been used."


    "I'm so sorry," Ashley replied.


    "We bought it the first time I was pregnant, back when we thought everything would be fine. There are boxes of clothes and supplies." She pointed to the baby boxes.


    "It will be fine, Victoria. You and Jake are going to be parents. I just know it," I said in a rush.


    "Thank you for the kind words, Diana," she replied, clearly not believing them.


    Ashley gave her a hug, and I patted her on the back.


    "Okay, ladies," Ashley said reaching for the trunk, "let's get to work here. We need some Christmas play costumes."


    The trunk opened with a screech. A pile of old clothes and hats appeared. Ashley pulled out a beautiful red velvet gown with a squeal. "It's perfect!" She held it to her chest and spun around, leaving a cloud of dust in her wake.


    I coughed and fanned the air.


    "I don't recall ever seeing that dress," Victoria said. "But I believe there are several old military uniforms in the bottom that would work for The Grands."


    I pulled out a stack of clothes. Ashley ooh-ed at the large feather fans that were in the pile. "These are just what we need for our 'Sisters' number."


    I shook my head. She was like a kid in a candy store.


    I found four army uniforms in varying sizes and an assortment of peripheral gear. "Looks like The Grands are covered."


    Ashley pulled out a huge black satin dinner jacket.


    "That looks like it'd fit a giant," I said.


    "Good, then there's a chance I can squish Dan into it." Ashley shook her head. I didn't blame her; Dan and Shrek had a lot in common.


    We found some set props among the furniture. Ashley called Kyle and Dan up to lug it all downstairs. "Careful!" Ashley warned as they carried down an old painted folding screen.


    Dan raised his eyebrows at me as he passed.


    "She's your wife," I pointed out.


    He knew better than to comment.


    "Is it happy hour yet?" Kyle asked as he passed.


    "Always!" I said with a laugh. "What'll you have?"


    "A beer and some place quiet?" he replied hopefully.


    "I think I can work that out." Inwardly I wasn't sure I wanted to.


    I followed Ashley and Victoria downstairs. Ashley couldn't stop gushing over the clothes. Victoria promised to help her wash and iron them before dinner. Ashley was on her way to work on The Grand's routine. She needed to catch them before nap time.


    "You and Kyle need to watch your scene and practice before dinner," she ordered.


    I made a face. "It's happy hour."


    "So drink and dance," she said. "It'll be just like any other day for you. You'll need the fans." She tossed me the bright blue feather fans.


    I rolled my eyes. My family was under the delusion that just because I was a working musician I lived a completely bohemian lifestyle, partying all night and sleeping all day. I headed to the kitchen and grabbed a couple of beers. Victoria and Kyle were busy prepping dinner, while Anne and my mom argued good-naturedly over the best way to make sweet potato pie, and my Dad and Dave played Scrabble. I ducked out before I could be roped into anything.


    I found Kyle sitting by the fireplace in the living room. "How'd you manage this?" I asked, indicating the empty living room.


    "I'm pretty sure the ghosts had something to do with it." He grinned. I handed him a beer.


    "So we've been ordered to practice the 'Sisters' routine. You'll be doing it in drag, of course."


    "Nice."


    I cued up the movie, and we watched the actresses perform the number. Then we watched Danny Kaye and Bing Crosby mimic the sisters. Hilarious.


    "I can't believe your sister talked me into this," Kyle remarked as he fluttered a fan in front of his face.


    "Yeah, she has a way about her." I cued the movie again, and we lip synced and mimicked the dance moves.


    Kyle was a good sport about it even if he wasn't the greatest dancer. We twirled and fluttered the fans, bumping into each other more often than not. The song ended, and Kyle spun me around to face him. I looked up at him and smiled.


    Uh-oh. There was that look again.


    And then his lips were on mine, and I didn't object for some strange reason. Maybe I was lonelier than I'd thought. Mark had been out of town for weeks, and before that I'd been on the road. Whatever the reason, Kyle took that as an all systems go. My systems were signaling mission fail.


    "Kyle Michael Johnson!" a voice shrieked. "Get your lips off that woman this instance!"


    Kyle pulled away from me and whipped around in surprise. "Lindsey?"


    Victoria and Jake stood behind the petite brunette, I'm sure wondering for the hundredth time why they ever agreed to host Christmas.


    "Yeah, your wife, remember?" she snapped.


    I glanced over at Kyle's dumb-founded face. "Thought you guys had been separated for a year?"


    "We have."


    Lindsey put her hands on her hips. "Just because we're separated doesn't mean you can make out with the first floozy you run into."


    "Hey!" I protested.


    Kyle stepped forward. "What are you doing here, Lindsey?"


    "Well, when Mabel called and told me you showed up at the post office actin' all friendly with some woman, I came right here. We're not divorced in the eyes of God or the state of Pennsylvania." She pointed her finger accusingly at Kyle's wide chest.


    The Grands peeked around the corner at the sound of raised voices.


    "What're you saying, Lindsey?" Kyle asked. I thought I heard a tremor in his voice.


    Lindsey looked confused. "I don't know what I'm saying. I just can't believe I turn my back for a minute and you're ready to move on."


    "It has been a year," I pointed out. Lindsey glared at me. "Not that there's anything going on between Kyle and me," I added hastily.


    "Really?" asked Kyle, looking hurt. "I kinda thought maybe with the kiss an' all there was something going on."


    I shook my head. "Sorry, Kyle. It was a nice kiss, but no fireworks. A girl's gotta have fireworks. And I have a boyfriend, remember?"


    Kyle nodded. "You're right." He turned to Lindsey. "I haven't had fireworks since you left, Lindsey."


    That just seemed to make Lindsey angrier. "Then why the hell didn't you come an' get me?" she cried with a stamp of her foot.


    Kyle stuttered, "I-I thought you needed your space."


    "A year!" she cried. "I've waited a year for you to prove you really love me. All you had to do was come and take me home. But noooo…you're busy being Mr. Nice Guy and sniffing around other women."


    "So let me get this straight," I interrupted. "You've been hoping he'd come sweep you off your feet and take you home." I pointed to Lindsey. "And you've been trying to give her time to find herself."


    Kyle nodded.


    Lindsey crossed her arms over her chest and looked ready to cry. "Idiot!" she huffed at Kyle.


    Talk about your star-crossed lovers. Jeez.


    Mammaw shuffled over and tapped Kyle's shoulder. Oh, boy, here we go.


    Kyle leaned down, and she whispered something in his ear. "She said that?" he asked.


    Mammaw nodded.


    Kyle looked uncertain. "I'm not sure that's a good idea…"


    The lights flickered and went off. Oh, good grief! "Just do whatever she said so we don't have to sit in the dark all night," I urged.


    "Okay," Kyle said, and grabbed Lindsey around her waist and threw her over his shoulder.


    Lindsey shrieked like a scalded cat. "Put me down, you jerk!" She pounded on Kyle's back with her fists.


    The lights came back on with a flash. Kyle looked sheepishly back at us. "I guess I shoulda done this a year ago."


    "This was not what I had in mind! You could've gotten down on one knee and proclaimed your love for me."


    "I'm not sure you'da listened to me, Linds. Honestly, you never stop talkin' long enough to hear anything I say. Well, things are changing starting today." Kyle nodded to us as he reached for the door knob.


    Ashley came rushing from the kitchen. "Does this mean you won't be in the play?"


    I rolled my eyes. Talk about your one-track mind. Kyle turned around and in the process bumped Lindsey's head against the wall. "Put me down, you oaf!" she shrieked.


    "We'll be here," he replied firmly. "Shouldn't take more than this evening to work out our differences."


    "Wanna bet!" Lindsey yelled into his back.


    Kyle swatted her rear, and she gave another yelp.


    "Okay, great! Final rehearsal's at three," Ashley called. I shook my head. My sister was something else. She really should have gone into politics. Her ability to suspend reality and all rational thought would've been a big asset.


    Kyle grabbed his coat and gave us a wave on his way out the door. Lindsey continued to berate him all the way to his truck.


    Victoria closed the door behind them. "Well, there's miracle number one," she laughed.


    Jake shook his head. "Never thought I'd see those two back together. Guess you never can tell."


    "Yeah, one kiss from Sis, and he high-tailed it back to his wife," Dan guffawed, and The Grands joined in.


    Ah, 'tis the season to be ridiculed by your loving family. I gave Dan a withering look and headed for the kitchen. Victoria had set up a self-serve soup and sandwich station in lieu of a big sit down meal, which suited me just fine. I was feeling a little overwhelmed by the abundance of family both living and departed. A little alone time with my guitar and a nice bowl of hot soup in my room under the eaves sounded heavenly.


    My mom and Ashley were staring out the window.


    "What's so interesting?" I asked, grabbing yet another Christmas cookie. I made a mental note to renew my gym membership when I got back home.


    "Granddad's making a snowman with the kids," Ashley said softly.


    "I can't believe he's here after all these years." My mom sniffed loudly.


    I watched my nephew Justin nail Granddad square in the forehead with a snowball. Granddad retaliated by hooking Justin's ankle with his cane. Justin shrieked as he face-planted into the snow. I smiled. Good one, Granddad.


    "Why the tears, Mom?" I asked. "He's here now, so make the most of it."


    "But he's sick," my mom wailed. "That cough is horrible; he might not have long to live. It's not fair!"


    "Do we know what's actually wrong with him?" I asked. Granddad looked pretty good for a dying man. "I mean maybe he's just old and has a cold."


    Ashley glared at me. "He went up to the mountain to die, Diana. Do you really think that means he's just getting a cold? Obviously, he's got cancer or something."


    My mom gasped at the "C" word.


    "See, that's not obvious to me," I replied. "Bill Sprague said he thought Granddad was sick, and he was afraid of leaving him alone on the mountain. Granddad just said he wanted peace. He didn't say a word about having cancer."


    "But what about Granny Babs saying Granddad was going to be joining her for happy hour?"


    "Really, Ashley? You're basing all this off a conversation Mammaw had with our dead grandmother?"


    "Hey, she was right about finding Granddad!" Ashley pointed out.


    I shook my head. "No, it was Mabel at the post office that was told us about the Sprague truck being around town. And, now that I think about it, Mabel's also responsible for Lindsey coming back to Kyle. No ghosts, just a nosy mail lady."


    "Oh, come on, Diana," Ashley said, "even a Grinch like you has got to admit there's Christmas magic in the air."


    I wasn't going to admit it to my sister, but things had been a little weird. I gave my mom a hug. "You've finally lost it, Ashley," I said as I grabbed a bowl of soup and half a sandwich wrapped in a napkin and headed for the door.


    "Dress rehearsal's at seven," Ashley called. "Don't be late!"


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    



    


    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER NINE


    


    


    


    Max was close on my heels when I reached my room. He must've sniffed out my sandwich, I decided, as I opened the door. I set my food on the nightstand and flipped on the gas fireplace. I sat down cross-legged on the bed and took a big bite of sandwich. Max stared at me with huge black eyes half hidden by the white bangs that all but rendered him blind.


    "You need a haircut," I said, taking another bite of sandwich.


    He gave me a look that said, No, I need a sandwich.


    I handed him a stray piece of turkey. It was gone in an instant, and he continued with his intense stare. It wasn't actually begging, more like he was staring me into submission. Look deep into my eyes… I giggled and handed him another piece. It was working.


    I finished the sandwich and took a few sips of delicious soup. Max lost interest and curled up in front of the fireplace when he realized I wasn't going to let him share the bowl with me. With finally a few minutes to myself, I mentally replayed the last twenty-four hours. Granddad, the ghosts, Kyle and his wife. It was a lot to take in. Not to mention my mysterious mirror messages. What did they mean anyway—help, hope—I didn't get it. I could see the first one could have been a message to help find Granddad, maybe the next message was about having hope for the future? I wasn't really great at puzzles. I'm pretty sure the ghosts were wasting the messages on me.


    I brushed off the crumbs and got down to business with my guitar. First, I worked on a few songs that weren't about Christmas to get me warmed up. I even ran through "San Antonio Rose" which reminded me of my promise to Granddad. Maybe if we were all still functioning after Ashley's rehearsal, I could sit down with him and teach him a couple of chords. The thought made me shake my head again at this surreal day. Giving guitar lessons to my long lost Granddad on his Rolls Royce of a guitar—unbelievable.


    I worked tirelessly on Christmas carols for an hour. I was jingled-out but victorious when I finally finished at seven. Max raised his head when I flipped off the fire and grabbed my dishes in one hand and my guitar in the other.


    "You ready for this?" I asked him.


    He stared blankly at me, his upper lip curled over his teeth giving him a perpetual haughty look. "You'd better be glad she didn't decide to do The Grinch. You would've been wearing antlers and pulling a sleigh."


    Max made a sound in the back of his throat and jumped to his feet.


    Ashley was in full flip-out mode when I entered the living room. Costumes littered the floor. My nephews and niece were rooting through the discarded finery like pigs in mud. Furniture had been moved haphazardly to create a "stage area" between the living room and the dining room. Dan was standing on a ladder hanging a collection of red sheets that served as the curtain for the stage. The Grands were wearing bits and pieces of their Army costumes: Aunt Pearl had on a jacket buttoned one-off the whole way up, Mammaw was wearing a hat that rested just below her eyebrows, Uncle Grover was wearing army green trousers, shiny shoes, and a wife-beater T-shirt, and Granddaddy Hacker had a holster strapped to his waist, a green cap on his head, and an army canteen to his lips.


    My dad was standing in the doorway. I gave him a nudge. "What's in the canteen?"


    He sighed. "Moonshine. They found it in the stuff from the attic."


    I gasped.


    Ashley looked up and shrieked. "They're all drunk as skunks!"


    Granddaddy Hacker toasted me with his canteen.


    "Not drunk enough," Aunt Pearl called and wrestled the canteen away from Granddaddy.


    "I am not drunk," Uncle Grover insisted, his words slurring together.


    I looked around for my mom and Anne. They must've had their guard down to let this happen. "What happened?"


    "Happy hour," my dad replied.


    "Yikes. Where's Mom?"


    "In the kitchen with Anne making coffee to sober these nuts up," he replied.


    Ashley came over and thrust a bundle of clothes my way. "While Victoria was helping me clean up the costumes, Mammaw got a call from Granny Babs. Time for happy hour! They were all doing shots of the stuff when I came in here to set up the stage."


    "Where's Granddad?" I asked, dropping the clothes on the couch.


    "He's having a private happy hour with Babs in the den," Mammaw replied, adding softly, "She said it was time."


    Something in her words made a chill run down my spine and a horrifying thought occurred to me. "No—not yet!" I cried and raced across the room. I had to get to him before it was too late. Maybe I could talk Granny Babs into letting him stay just a little longer. I hadn't had a chance to teach him to play a song on his guitar.


    I tripped over a box as I crossed the threshold of the makeshift stage, grasping at the red curtain Dan was hanging as I went down. I quickly jumped back up; a lifetime of klutziness had taught me how to bob and weave in these situations.


    I heard Dan's cry of surprise and glanced back just in time to see the ladder topple over. Ouch! Dan wasn't quite as experienced. No time to stop now. I sprinted through the dining room and into the kitchen. My mom and Anne looked up guiltily from a half empty bottle of wine.


    "What now?" my mom demanded.


    "Granny Babs is going to take Granddad," I panted, the words sounding crazy even as I said them.


    My mom gave me a funny look and then realization dawned on her face. "No!" she cried and rushed past me.


    I was on her heels as we banged into the door to the den. She struggled with the knob. "It's locked." Her voice was ragged.


    I banged on the door with my fist. "Granddad! Open the door."


    "Here's the key," Anne called coming from the kitchen. My dad and Dave were behind her.


    I took the old-fashioned metal key in my shaking hands and put it into the lock.


    "Hurry up, Diana."


    "I am, Mom." Jeez. I was under a little pressure here.


    The lock clicked, and we all rushed into the room.


    A fire burned in the stone hearth. The Gibson guitar gleamed on a stand to the right. A small lamp on the roll-top desk was the only other source of light. Granddad was on the over-sized leather couch. His eyes were closed; his chin resting against his chest. His feet were propped up on the coffee table where two empty glasses sat.


    "Granddad," I called softly. No response.


    "We're too late," my mom moaned. Dave was at her side pulling her against him, and patting her back.


    I walked over to the couch. My mom was crying as Ashley and the rest of the crew arrived. The Grands stumbled into the den behind her.


    "What's going on?" Ashley asked, taking in the scene.


    I leaned over and called more loudly, "Granddad?" I studied his chest for movement.


    "Oh, my God! He's dead!" Ashley cried dramatically. "Dan, get the kids out of here."


    Dan dropped the paper towel he'd been holding to his forehead to staunch the flow of blood from the head wound he'd received from my ill-fated rush out of the living room, and ushered the kids back out the door.


    "The cancer took him from me just when he was finally back in my life," my mom wailed.


    "Didn't know he had cancer," Granddaddy Hacker chimed in. "But sure 'nough looks dead to me."


    We all looked at Granddad's still form. I was starting to agree. He hadn't moved an inch since we'd walked in the room.


    "Curse you, Babs!" Aunt Pearl cried, shaking her fist at the ceiling. "You couldn't stand the thought of Dub fancying me. Jealous 'til the bitter end!" Aunt Pearl's hiccup took some of the sting from her words.


    We all looked at Aunt Pearl still wearing her army jacket and leaning heavily on her walker. I noticed she was missing one of her slippers. Good thing Granddad couldn't see her now.


    A cold rush of wind flowed through the house, causing the fire to flare up.


    "Best not make her mad, Pearlie," warned Mammaw.


    Victoria and Jake came in behind The Grands. They were bundled up against the cold with grocery bags in their hands and confused looks on their faces.


    "The haints took Dub," GranddaddyHacker announced. "Or might've been the cancer."


    Victoria gave a startled cry. My dad gave Granddaddy a withering look.


    Oh, brother. This was getting out of hand. I shook Granddad's shoulder. Nothing.


    "I'll call for an ambulance," Jake said, reaching for his phone.


    "Hold a mirror under his nose," offered Granddaddy Hacker.


    I took a deep breath to steady myself. I had to admit I was feeling a little creeped out as I leaned over and pressed my ear to his chest.


    I listened for a second…


    "Hrumpp!" A loud snore erupted from his mouth.


    I screamed and jumped off the couch, upsetting the coffee table and the glasses.


    Everyone else shrieked in unison.


    "He's alive!" my mom sobbed.


    "Hallelujah!" cried Aunt Pearl.


    Victoria made the sign of the cross. Granddad opened one eye and then the other. We held our collective breath. "Why're you all starin' at me?"


    "We-we thought you were dead," I stuttered. He stared at me like I was crazy.


    "Thought the haints had gotcha," Granddaddy Hacker chimed in.


    "When Mammaw said you were having happy hour with Granny Babs, I thought that meant—" I paused, realizing how absurd I sounded.


    My mom rushed over. "I was so terrified when I saw you lying here, Dad. I know you're not well, but I promise the time you have left we'll spend together." Her voice broke as she finished.


    Granddad looked from me to her, and then at our audience. "You all know somethin' I don't?" he asked.


    "You got the cancer," Granddaddy Hacker said matter-of-factly.


    Granddad sat up straighter. "I do?"


    "Don't you?" my mom and I said together.


    "Don't think so."


    "It's a miracle!" Ashley cried.


    "Yes," agreed Mammaw quietly.


    "Didn't you go up to the mountain to die in peace?" I asked. "Mr. Sprague said that you said you didn't have much time left."


    "I didn't," he replied, "my lease was up in Sarasota, so I'd decided to move back here." He scratched his face. "That's a hoot him thinkin' I was on my last leg." Granddad smiled.


    "So you're not dying, Dub?" Aunt Pearl asked, her words slurring a bit.


    "Not any faster than you are," he chuckled. "I still got some spring in my step. Might even have a little oats left to sow." He gave Aunt Pearl a wink.


    The lights flashed off and on, and the wind rattled the panes.


    "Might want to wait on that Granddad," I said.


    "I need another drink," Granddaddy Hacker announced. "Who's joining me?"


    Aunt Pearl hooted her approval and clapped Mammaw on the back. My dad and Anne put the kibosh on the plan and ushered them up to their rooms. Uncle Grover was sleeping in the hall chair and had to be carried upstairs by Dan and Jake.


    I let out a big sigh and sunk into an easy chair by the fireplace. "Feeling up to those guitar lessons now, Granddad, since you're officially with the living?"


    "Can't wait!" he clapped his hands together and reached for the guitar. He showed it to my mom, letting her hold it.


    Ashley sank down into the chair next to me. I glanced over at her. "You've got tinsel in your hair."


    She rolled her eyes at me. "My play is ruined."


    "It'll all work out. We'll get a fresh start in the morning."


    "It's ruined," she said again. "It's hopeless. It was a stupid idea."


    "That's the spirit."


    "Oh, make jokes," she snapped and jumped to her feet. "I'm going to put the kids to bed and take a bath. I'm done."


    No way was Ashley throwing in the towel. Though I did feel a little guilty as I watched her stomp off towards the door.


    She stopped in the doorway. "I'm really glad you're not dying, Granddad," she said. Then added, "It's good to have you here."


    "Me too," he chuckled. "And it's good to be here. Most excitement I've seen in a long time."


    As the sound of her footsteps faded away, my mom gave me a stern look. "I expect you to make an effort for your sister's play. She's got her hopes set on it, an' it's the least we can do. The girl pulls more than her fair share in this family."


    I sighed. She had a point. "Maybe that's the third miracle—the Christmas miracle. Maybe it's Ashley's play," I joked.


    My mom raised her eyes heavenward. "It'll take a miracle."


    


    


    


    



    


    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER TEN


    


    


    


    My first thought when I woke was, it's Christmas Eve. And for the first time since I was a kid, I felt excited. Maybe it was finding Granddad or the six inches of snow that had fallen over the night, but I was in the Christmas spirit with a capital "S." Surprising, since I didn't sleep too well. Too many things going bump in the night. I hoped the ghosts would take a rest on Christmas Eve. I'd like to get some sleep tonight. Speaking of ghosts…I jumped up out of bed and looked at the mirror. Sure enough the word H-A-P-P-Y was spelled out clearly on the foggy surface.


    "Certainly appropriate," I said out loud. This whole message thing was starting to feel pretty good. I still had no idea what they were talking about, but I was actually looking forward to see what was next.


    I dressed warmly and then dug around in my bag to find Max's reindeer sweater, complete with matching antlers. I don't think he liked it as much as his red sweater, but he sat patiently while I put it on him. Too cute! My first task today was to work on Ashley's play. After a cup of coffee, of course. With Max behind me, I treaded quietly down the back stairs towards the kitchen.


    The kitchen was empty, but there was a fresh pot of coffee on. I praised the ever-efficient Victoria as I poured a cup and took that first delicious sip. With mug in hand, I opened the back door to let Max out, and we both stopped in our tracks. Wow! That was more snow that it had looked like from upstairs.


    Max looked at the sea of fluffy white and up at me. "Well, go on. I know you have to go."


    He walked tentatively to the edge of the door, and I gave him a push out with my foot and shut the door.


    He gave a loud bark. I waved to him from the warmth of the kitchen and sipped my coffee.


    "Whatcha doin' Aunt Di?" Jason asked, wandering in from the living room.


    "Just watching Max in the snow. How 'bout you?"


    He walked over and looked out the window. "Do you think Max would ride on a sled?" he asked out of the blue.


    I thought about that for a minute. "Probably. He once rode in a basket on my bike."


    Jason nodded. "Thought so. Circus dogs are good at stuff like that."


    "I'm not sure Max was ever in the circus."


    "Mom calls him a circus dog all the time. Thought that meant he was in the circus doin' tricks an' things."


    "I don't think that's what your mom meant," I said with a smile.


    Jason looked out at Max, picking his way delicately through the snow. "That's too bad. I bet he'd fit right in one of those clown cars."


    I laughed and opened the door. Max came stalking in and brushed right past us. I made a note to offer him a treat to make up for my latest transgression.


    "You ready for Santa?" I asked, refilling my coffee cup.


    Jason made a skeptical face. "I guess. The whole Santa thing is kinda confusing."


    I nodded sympathetically.


    "But this morning when I came downstairs and saw what the elves had done, I figured there must be a Santa. What's the point of there bein' elves if there ain't no Santa?" he asked logically.


    I raised my eyebrows. "Elves came here last night?"


    He nodded.


    "Show me."


    


    


    * * * * *


    


    


    The big grandfather clock in the hallway struck eight; otherwise the house was silent. I assumed The Grands were sleeping off yesterday's happy hour, and The Parents were taking advantage of being off duty a little bit longer. I was a little surprised that Ashley wasn't up yet. I'd hoped a good night's sleep would revive her flagging Christmas spirits.


    I followed Jason into the living room and stopped short as I took in the elves' work. The chaos of costumes and set decorations had been transformed into an intimate theatre, complete with two rows of wooden folding chairs placed neatly in front of a raised stage with heavy red curtains attached to a brass and wood frame that fit perfectly in the throughway between the dining room and the living room. Poinsettias ringed the front of the stage, and a cheery fire burned in the giant fireplace.


    "Wow." I didn't know what else to say. "Has your mom seen this yet?"


    Jason shook his head. "Daddy said to let her rest 'cause she's sad about something. Grown-ups are weird. Who could be sad on Christmas Eve? That's just dumb."


    I nodded. My nephew was quite the philosopher. "You didn't happen to see the elves, did you?"


    Jason looked at me like I was a dufus. "You can't see elves, Aunt Di. They move too fast."


    "Okay, so how do you know the elves did this then?" I know, I know not exactly a reasonable conversation to have with a kid, but I really wanted to know who did this. At this point, my bet was on the ghosts.


    "Daddy told me. He was asleep on the couch." Jason pointed to the couch at the far end of the room.


    "Your dad was asleep in here this morning?"


    "Yep. He didn't actually see the elves 'cause they move so fast, but he said this was elf work." Jason waved his hand at the room.


    "It certainly is." The work of a big, goofy elf. Who, up to this point, I hadn't given enough credit.


    Jason lost interest in the elf talk and asked if he could give Max a treat. I told him where to find them in the kitchen, and he trotted off happy.


    I took off up the stairs and knocked on my sister's door. "There's cereal in the kitchen. Ask your brother to pour your milk," Ashley called automatically through the door.


    "Ashley, get your butt down here. We've got a Christmas play in twelve hours. Hippity-ho," I called back.


    I heard some grumbling, and then the door opened. Yikes. Morning was not a good look for her. "Go ahead, say something about my hair. I dare you," she growled.


    Nope. Not a chance. "Uh, I thought you should see what the elves did downstairs."


    She glared at me. "You too? Jason and Justin have been knocking on my door for an hour talking about elves. I don't care about elves. In forty-eight hours this Christmas nightmare will be over. I'm counting the hours, Diana. Counting the hours," she repeated.


    She went to close the door, but I stuck my foot in to block her. "I'm not taking 'no' for an answer. You need to see this. Might help you get that antler outta your butt."


    "I don't have an antler up my butt. You're the Grinch around here."


    "Not anymore. I'm Scrooge on Christmas morning. The spirit is in me, and I'm makin' the most of it." I gave a little hop and made ta-da hands.


    She stared at me blankly for a couple of seconds. I was waiting for her to ask me if I was drunk already. "Fine," she said, stomping her foot. "This had better not be one of your lame jokes."


    On our way to the stairs, we ran into Dan coming out of the bathroom, looking a little rough around the edges despite being freshly showered. The purple bump on his forehead was almost the same shade as the bags under his eyes.


    "Going to see the elves," Ashley said to him.


    "Want to join us?" I asked.


    "Sure," he replied with a smile. "I heard they were busy last night."


    We followed behind Ashley, who was still clad in her fluffy white robe and matching slippers. "Did you see Jake and Victoria this morning?" I asked Dan.


    "Yeah. They left around 7:30. Said they were going to Harrisburg to do some last minute shopping and have lunch."


    "Good for them. They need a break from this bunch of crazies."


    "Oh-my-God!" Ashley shrieked when she walked into the living room. "Who did this?" She spun towards us.


    "I heard it was elves," I said, adding, "but I suspect it was just one big elf."


    Ashley's face had transformed into radiant love. "You did this, Dan? But how? Where did all this come from?" She stepped onto the raised stage and looked back at us.


    Dan shrugged. "I was cleaning up the mess in here after everyone went to bed last night. Thinkin' that was the least I could do seein' how you've done so much. And I looked around the room and saw this in my mind. This." He pointed to the transformed room. "But like it might've looked a hundred years ago. Then I thought, maybe they used to use this room for recitals an' stuff back when there wasn't TV to keep you entertained. An' if they did, then maybe there was something leftover in the attic."


    So that explained all the bumps in the night. Dan was digging through the attic across the hall from my room all night. "You found all this in the attic?"


    "I know," he agreed. "Crazy, huh? It was like I'd just think of what I needed for the room, and I would see it sittin' back in the corner of the attic."


    Ask and yea shall receive. It was Christmas after all.


    Ashley practically leapt off the stage and into his arms. "You're the best husband ever!" she cried and kissed him.


    "There's one more thing," Dan said shyly. "Hey Sis, can you hit the play button on the stereo?"


    I walked over to the stereo and pushed the button. The music was cued to the song "The Best Things Happen While You're Dancing." In the movie this was the big dance scene between Danny Kaye and Vera-Ellen.


    "I've been practicing," Dan said as he grabbed Ashley around her waist and started off with a slow waltz to the music.


    As the tempo picked up, he spun her around a few times and mimicked a few of the signature moves. I watched my sister in her fuzzy white robe get swept off her feet by her husband of nearly ten years. I suddenly felt a longing for a relationship with this kind of staying power. A real relationship. The kind where it didn't matter if you were wearing your robe or had a big purple knot on your forehead, because once you were in your partner's arms you were transformed into Danny Kaye and Vera-Ellen, forever young and beautiful.


    Dan dipped Ashley as the music ended, and I clapped enthusiastically. Dan looked a little embarrassed, but Ashley was over the moon. She gave him another kiss and me a big smile.


    "Does this mean the play is back on?" I teased.


    Ashley looked around the room, taking it all in. "You better believe it! And we've got a lot of work to do."


    I could see her mind working through all the things on her list. Okay, I was committed to making my sister's Christmas play dreams come true. "So give me my marching orders."


    "Well, since you're volunteering…" she said slowly, "maybe you could be in charge of rehearsing with The Grands."


    Oh, man. This Christmas spirit thing was harder than it looked. The movies didn't do it justice. I hoped there was fresh eggnog in the fridge.


    


    


    


    


    



    


    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    


    


    


    Rehearsing with The Grands was like trying to herd a bunch of cats. Old, hung-over, cranky cats. But by the time we broke for lunch, I had them all dressed appropriately in their Army costumes and performing the "Gee I Wish I Was Back in the Army" dance number with enthusiasm if not accuracy. I even rigged a disguise for Aunt Pearl's walker by using brown tweed fabric over a square laundry basket to make it look like she was leaning on a crate. If the musician thing didn't work out, maybe I could go to work for Martha Stewart.


    I was munching on a delicious turkey and Gouda cheese sandwich and watching the kids play on the hill behind the house with a sled. Max sat at my feet trying to hypnotize me into giving him a bite.


    Ashley breezed in, saying, "I just got a text from Victoria saying something's come up, and they won't be back until later this evening."


    "Probably on their way to Jamaica. Re-thinking the whole good ol' fashioned family Christmas." I stuffed the rest of my sandwich in my mouth. Max gave me a disgusted look and jumped up onto the window seat next to the kitchen table.


    "I texted her back, asking if anything was wrong, and she replied that everything was fine and they'd see us around six." Ashley sighed. "I just don't want them missing the play. It would be a shame since they're really the reason we're even able to do it."


    "So that means we're in charge of dinner," I said with a shudder. I was not the world's greatest cook. A few pasta dishes using sauce from a jar was about my limit. The thought of trying to make dinner for this crew was daunting.


    Ashley put my fears to rest. "Like anybody'd ask you to cook." She made a face. "Mom and Anne are picking up lasagna, salad and bread from the Olive Garden on the highway after they're finished shopping."


    Ah, saved by take-out.


    "Your dog looks like he wants to go out," Ashley commented. "I'm not sure I've actually seen his tail wag before."


    Sure enough Max's usually stationary curled up tail was wagging furiously. My first thought was he must have spied a squirrel. I followed his line of sight to the kids sledding down the hill.


    "Do you want to go outside, boy?"


    He barked and ran to the door, jumping up and almost touching the door knob. I opened it, and he raced over to the kids. Jason was pulling the sled back up the hill.


    I stepped outside and cupped my hands over my mouth. "Jason!" I called. "Can Max have a ride on the sled?"


    Max had reached the kids and was slogging his way up the hill behind them. "Sure," he called back. "But he ain't got hands, how we gonna keep him on the sled?"


    He had a point. "Try holding him on your lap in front of you," I called back.


    Jason shrugged and continued up the hill. I stepped back inside.


    "This ought to be good," I said, joining Ashley at the bay window.


    "If your dog bites one of my kids, I'm biting you," she warned.


    "Wow, that's mature, Ashley."


    "Just sayin'," she retorted. "I don't trust that dog. He's weird."


    We watched as Jason sat down in the front of the oversized sled and positioned Max on his lap. Max put his paws on the curled up plastic edge in front of him. Tiffany climbed on next with Justin giving the sled a push as he jumped on last.


    And they were off! Flying down the hill. Max looked like the captain at the front of a ship with his paws braced against the ledge. His long ears and hair were flying out behind him; his curled upper lip made him look like he was wearing a big crooked grin.


    "Now I've seen everything," Ashley remarked.


    They reached the bottom with a splash of snow and all toppled off. Jason leapt off the sled and raced to the door.


    Ashley walked over and opened the kitchen door. "Did you see that Mom?" he shouted. "Max can ride a sled!"


    "I saw. Really cool," Ashley responded in her mom voice. "Are you guys getting too cold?"


    "No way!"


    I pulled on a pair of boots next to the door and grabbed my cell phone. "Jason, see if Max will do it again, and I'll get a video." There was YouTube gold in them there hills!


    "Will do, Aunt Di." He raced back outside and rounded up the troops. They started the climb back up the hill with Max following happily behind.


    When I came back in from filming two trips down the hill, I found an audience huddled around the bay window.


    "That's some dog ya got there," Granddaddy Hacker said. "Seems like he's done it before."


    Granddad nodded in agreement. "Where'd he learn to sled?'


    I shrugged. "No idea. I got him from the SPCA a couple of years ago. He was a stray."


    "Bet that dog used to be in the pictures," Aunt Pearl said. "Got that look about him."


    Everyone murmured their agreement. I guess that's an upgrade from circus dog.


    A half hour later the gang came in looking for hot chocolate and cookies. Max got a treat and good rub down with a towel. And I was off to practice the "Sisters" act in full costume with Ashley. Ugh!


    I was feeling pretty good about my routine with Ashley after an hour of surprisingly fun sister-togetherness. We might not be Rosemary Clooney and Vera-Ellen, but we weren't too shabby either.


    I was still dressed in my costume when the doorbell rang. The final dress rehearsal was in fifteen minutes, and I was in charge of rounding up Grands while Ashley and Dan put the finishing touches on the stage.


    I opened the door to find a tall, handsome man dressed in a dark suit custom tailored to fit his large frame. My first thought was, Wow, now we're talkin'! But then I recognized the twinkling blue eyes.


    "Kyle?"


    He laughed. "I knew you wouldn't recognize me without the beard. And judging from the look on your face, it's a good thing I didn't look like this the first time you opened the door or I'da had a hard time explainin' things to Lindsey."


    He was probably right, but I wasn't going to let on. "You clean up nice," was all I said.


    Ashley clapped her hands in excitement when we walked into the living room. "OMG! You look fantastic! I was so worried you wouldn't make it over." Ashley rushed over and gave him a hug.


    Kyle leaned down to return it, saying, "Wouldn't have missed it. Lindsey will be here for the play too." His broad smile said more than any words could.


    "I'm so glad it worked out." I patted his arm.


    "I've got you to thank," he said turning towards me. "If it wasn't for her bein' jealous, she might still be pouting in Philly, waiting for me to get a clue and come get her." He shook his head at the fickleness of women.


    On this point, I had to agree. Lindsey was one of the more stubborn examples of womankind I'd seen.


    "I'm just glad you're happy."


    Kyle glanced around the room and whistled. "Nice. Who did all this?"


    "Elves," I replied.


    "You don't say?" he looked around in wonder.


    Talk about gullible. "It wasn't actually elves. It was Ashley's husband Dan." Which, come to think of it, was more amazing than elves.


    "Didn't really think so, but you never know around this place. Things have been pretty strange around here." Kyle raised his eyes to the ceiling and pointed up.


    I nodded. "Can't argue with that."


    


    


    * * * * *


    


    


    We had just finished stuffing ourselves with lasagna when my mom commented on Victoria and Jake's absence. The snow had started again, and even in their four-wheel drive truck it wasn't easy to navigate the steep driveway in the dark.


    "Hope they didn't run out on us." She was joking, but we all secretly wondered if the joke wasn't on us. We certainly hadn't been model houseguests.


    "Two hours before show time," Ashley said. "They sure are cutting it close." She glanced nervously in the direction of the make-shift stage on the other side of the enormous dining room.


    "Well, it's been quite a day for them," Mammaw said softly. "I wish we could have had everything ready."


    We all looked over at her. "Why do you say that, Mother?" Dave asked.


    She smiled. "Why it's not every day you get—" she paused.


    "Get what, Mother?" Dave prodded. My mom raised her eyes heavenward and took a gulp of wine. I think she'd had it with all the communications with the dead.


    Mammaw stood and tottered over to the door to the hallway. She held up a finger and seemed to listen for something down the hallway. She turned to us and said, "It's time!" She clapped her hands together excitedly.


    "Time for what?" I asked.


    "Please don't encourage her," Ashley warned.


    "The second miracle is here," she said and headed for the front door.


    We looked at each other. "I thought this would've made it the third," Dan said rubbing his chin and counting on his fingers. "Granddad not havin' cancer and Kyle getting his wife back."


    "No, dear," Mammaw replied, "Kyle isn't our kin."


    "Oh, good grief," Ashley said and followed her. A few seconds later, she called, "It's just Jake and Victoria."


    "Thank the Lord," Aunt Pearl cried, standing up and heading for the hallway. "I've been in a fit worrying about those two. I've got half a mind to give them the rough side of my tongue. Who goes tramping off all day on Christmas Eve?"


    The rest of us were clearing the table when Ashley's voice rang out, "Oh, my God!"


    Mammaw said clearly, "I tried to tell you, dear."


    We all raced down the hallway. Ashley was staring out the window, saying, "Oh, my God," over and over.


    "What now?" my father demanded.


    Ashley snapped out of it. "Don't just stand there, Diana. Get the door."


    Why was I always the one getting the door? I liked a miracle as much as the next person, but I was starting to feel like a doorman for the dearly departed. And frankly, I was getting a little freaked out by it all.


    The wind came in with a rush as I opened the door. The lights flickered, and the fire flared in the living room. Everyone gasped as the door flew open.


    Standing in the doorway was Victoria and Jake and in their arms, wrapped in a light blue blanket, was miracle number two.


    


    


    * * * * *


    


    


    It took nearly an hour for things to calm down. The couple who were supposed to adopt baby Matthew had backed out suddenly, leaving the social worker assigned to the case scrambling for a suitable couple on Christmas Eve. Luckily for Victoria and Jake, their lawyer was a former classmate of the social worker and had helped her in emergency situations in the past. When he'd called Jake and Victoria while they were having lunch and asked them to come down to his office, they'd been stunned. After all the time they'd spent waiting, they were caught off guard and had to scramble for supplies on their way to meet the social worker.


    "You should've seen us racing through the baby store. We each grabbed a cart and just threw in everything we saw." Victoria laughed.


    "The clerk said, 'Looks like someone's having a baby.' And Victoria says, 'We just found out we got one for Christmas.'" Jake shook his head.


    "She thought we were crazy, of course," Victoria added. "Isn't he beautiful?"


    He was adorable with dark brown hair and big blue eyes. He even had a little cleft in his chin. He was sleeping peacefully in a portable bouncy chair after having a bottle. The rest of us were in a mad dash to get our costumes on and start the play. Ashley loved a baby as much as the next person, but nothing was getting in the way of her Christmas play. Kyle and Lindsey showed up promptly at quarter to eight and were brought up to speed on the most recent miracle.


    "Maybe we'll have a miracle of our own this time next year," Kyle hinted after hearing the tale.


    "Your grandmother said she's counting on it, dear," chimed in Mammaw.


    We all groaned.


    "Yeah, it's a darn shame we didn't find Diana a feller. What the haints got to say about that?" Granddaddy Hacker demanded.


    Mammaw had tilted her head slightly. Her Army hat was just barely staying out of her eyes. She put her finger to her lips.


    "Nothing more important than a good man." Aunt Pearl gave a sly look at Granddad.


    I rolled my eyes as I manned the stage entrance, waiting for Ashley to finish lining up The Grands, Dan, and Kyle. "I have a good man," I hollered.


    "Urmph! That so, then where's he at?" Granddaddy Hacker demanded.


    Ashley interrupted the discussion. "It's go time." Her face was flushed with excitement.


    I had to smile. "You've done a great job, Ashley. And you look fab in that dress." She actually looked a little like Vera-Ellen with her blond hair pulled up in a pony tail and wearing the perfectly fitting blue satin dress.


    My dress didn't fit quite so well, and it was a darker shade of blue. But hey, I was just a bridesmaid here. This was Ashley's big day. Besides, the matching red velvet gowns Ashley had found for the Grand Finale scene were stunning. I glanced around at the motley crew behind me. I was in charge of helping The Grands get dressed in their Christmas finery during our one costume change. The dress rehearsal had not gone well. Even though I loved the red gown, I wasn't sure it was worth the trouble of a costume change. But there'd been no talking Ashley out of it. It wouldn't be a play without a costume change, she reasoned. Yeah, right.


    The lights flickered and dimmed three times. "Oh, no! Not a power outage now," Ashley cried.


    "Don't worry, dear, that's just the signal that the show's starting," Mammaw said.


    "Like at the Opry," Granddaddy Hacker added.


    "When have you ever been to the Opera?" Uncle Grover asked haughtily.


    "I seen it on the boob tube," Granddaddy insisted.


    "How fitting!" Uncle Grover shot back.


    "Hush, you two," Ashley scolded. "So you're saying you dimmed the lights?"


    "Weren't us," Aunt Pearl insisted.


    Mammaw pointed up; we all looked up.


    "Just tell them not to mess with the lights during the show," Ashley huffed.


    "Oh, they won't. They promised to sit quietly," Mammaw replied.


    Ashley put her hand to her forehead. "Let's just start."


    I leaned out of the curtain to give my dad the signal to cue the music. The audience included The Parents, Granddad, Victoria, Jake, and baby Matthew, and Lindsey. And four empty chairs. I didn't even bother to ask Mammaw how many ghosts she'd been talking to or to ask Dan why he put out a dozen chairs when there were only eight of us. It was Christmas, and all things were possible.


    The play went as well as could be expected. Suffice it to say, we weren't being called up to Broadway anytime soon. But, during the last scene, as the whole family sang "White Christmas" together with Granddad plucking out the notes I'd taught him on his Gibson, I realized that of all the miracles I'd seen this Christmas, the change in my heart was by far the greatest. I had found my Christmas spirit again. No easy task for a Grinch like me. Don't get me wrong, you won't find me recommending a good ol' fashioned family Christmas vacation to anyone. Really, there has to be an easier way to get in the Christmas spirit than to spend four days with my family. But if you happen to find yourself in similar straits, here's a tip for you: be sure to bring plenty of eggnog.


    The lights flashed again as we sang the last few words. "Guess the haints are showing their appreciation," Granddaddy Hacker cackled.


    There was quiet as we all paused to consider this and soak in the Christmas spirits.


    Then the doorbell rang.


    "Who could that be?" Victoria said as she rose.


    "No, dear," Mammaw called. "Diana should answer it."


    Everyone turned to look at me. I stepped off the stage, my long red velvet Christmas dress with three-layers of crinoline peaking from beneath, trailed behind me. Feeling like I was dreaming, I walked towards the door. Everyone hurried after me. As I neared the door, my apprehension faded. I grasped the knob, somehow knowing what I'd find when I opened it.


    Cold air and snow flew through the doorway. My family gasped behind me.


    "You didn't really think I'd let you spend our first Christmas together alone, did you?" Mark asked, grabbing me around the waist and pulling me towards him.


    "I never doubted you for a second," I whispered against his lips, drinking in his delicious smell.


    He laughed. "I'm sure." His lips touched mine and my family "awwed" and then started to clap. The lights flashed several times, and the door slammed shut behind him.


    "What's going on here?" he asked as our kiss ended and he looked around the room.


    I smiled. "Why don't I get you some eggnog before we get into all that?"
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