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      Dedicated to all those who have been willing to donate the organs of their loved ones that others may live. The waiting lists
            are long. Mark the donor dot on your driver’s license. Others will be glad you did.
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      Chapter One

      
      Nora

      
      Gordon, where are you?

      
      Betsy, a middle-aged yellow Lab, looked up as if she had heard Nora speaking. The two—owner and pet—had been best friends
         for so long that the twins frequently teased their mother about mental telepathy—with a dog. Betsy thumped her tail and gazed
         up from her self-assigned spot at Nora’s feet.
      

      
      Leaving the bay-window seat, where she’d been staring out at the moon lighting fire to the frost-encrusted winter lawn, which
         sloped down to the lakeshore, Nora crossed the kitchen to set the teakettle to boiling. Tea always helped in times of distress.
         She brought out the rose-sprinkled china teapot and filled it with hot water. Tonight was not a mug night but a “stoke up
         the reserves” night. If there had been snow on the ground, this was the kind of night, with the moon so bright every blade
         of grass glinted, when she would have hit the ski trails. An hour of cross-country skiing and she’d have been relaxed enough to fall asleep whether Gordon called or not.
      

      
      So, instead, she drank tea. As if copious cups would make her sleep deeply rather than toss and turn. Perhaps she would work
         on the business plan if she got enough caffeine into her system.
      

      
      Betsy’s ears perked up and she went and stood in front of the door to the garage.

      
      Nora’s heart leaped. Gordon must be home after all. But why hadn’t he called to say he was at the airport? His business trip
         to Stuttgart, Germany, had already been prolonged and here they were trying to get ready—with just four days until Christmas.
         The last one for which she could guarantee the twins would still be home. Her last chance for perfection. When he’d told her
         a week ago he had to fly to Stuttgart again, the word “again” had echoed in her head.
      

      
      Betsy’s tail increased the wag speed and she backed up as the door opened.

      
      “Mom, I’m home.” Charlie, the older twin by two minutes, and named after his father, Charles Gordon Peterson, came through
         the door in his usual rush. “Oh, there you are.” Grinning up at his mother, he paused to pet the waiting dog. “Good girl,
         Bets, did you take good care of Mom?” Betsy wagged her tail and caught the tip of his nose with her black-spotted tongue.
         “Smells good in here.” He glanced around the kitchen, zeroing in on the plate of powdered-sugar–dusted brownies. “Heard from
         Dad?”
      

      
      “No.” Nora cupped her elbows with her hands and leaned against the counter. At five-seven, she found that the raised counter
         fit right into the small of her back. When they’d built the house, she and Gordon had chosen cabinets two inches higher than normal, since they were both tall.
         Made for easier work surfaces. “Go ahead, quit drooling and eat. There’s a plate in the fridge for you to pop in the microwave.”
      

      
      “Where’s Christi?” Charlie asked around a mouthful of walnut-laced brownie.

      
      “Upstairs. I think she’s finishing a Christmas present.”

      
      “Are we going to decorate the tree tonight?”

      
      “We were waiting on you.” And your father, but somehow he always manages to not be here at tree-decorating time. While Gordon was not a “bah, humbug” kind of guy, his idea of a perfect Christmas was skiing in Colorado. They’d done his
         last year, with his promise to help make hers perfect this year. Right. Big help from across the Atlantic. While Nora knew he’d not deliberately chosen to be gone this week before Christmas, it still rankled, irritating under her
         skin like a fine cactus spine, hard to see and harder to dig out.
      

      
      Charlie retrieved his plate from the fridge and slid it into the microwave, all the while filling his mother in on the antics
         of the children standing in line to visit Santa. Charlie excelled as one of Santa’s elves, a big elf at six feet, with dark
         curly hair and hazel eyes, which sparkled with delight. Charlie loved little kids; so when this perfect job came up, he took
         it and entertained them all in his green-and-red elf suit. He could turn the saddest tears into laughter. Santa told him not
         to grow up, he’d need elves forever.
      

      
      “One little girl had the bluest round eyes you ever saw.” Charlie took his warmed plate out and pulled a stool up to the counter
         so he could eat. “She had this one great big tear trickling down her cheek, but I hid behind my hands”—he demonstrated peekaboo with his fingers—“and she sniffed,
         ducked into Santa, caught herself and peeked back at me. When he did his ‘ho ho ho,’ she looked up at him with the cutest
         grin.” He deepened his voice. “ ‘And what do you want for Christmas, little girl?’ ”
      

      
      Charlie shifted into shy little girl: “ ‘I—I want a kitty. My mommy’s kitty died and she needs a new one.’ ” He paused. “
         ‘And make sure it has a good motor. My mommy likes to hold one that purrs.’ ” Charlie came back to himself. “Can you believe
         that, Mom? That’s all she wanted. She reached up and kissed his cheek, slid off his lap and waved good-bye.”
      

      
      “What a little sweetheart.”

      
      “I checked with Annie, who was taking the pictures, and got their address. You think we could find a kitten that has a good
         motor at the Humane Society?”
      

      
      “Ask Christi, she’d know.” Christi volunteered one afternoon a week at the Riverbend Humane Society and would bring home every
         condemned animal if they let her. She’d fostered more dogs and cats in the last year than most people did in a lifetime. She’d
         found homes for them too, except for Bushy, an older white fluffy cat, with one black ear and one black paw. His green eyes
         captivated her, or at least that was the excuse for his taking up permanent residence.
      

      
      “I will. Be nice if there was a half-grown one with a loud motor.”

      
      “Loud motor for what?” Christi, Bushy draped across her arm, wandered into the kitchen, a smear of Sap Green oil paint on
         her right cheek, matching the blob on the back of her right forefinger. Tall at five-nine, with an oval face and haunting grayish blue eyes, she looked every bit the traditional blond Norwegian. As much as Charlie entertained the world,
         she observed and translated what she saw onto canvases that burst with color and yet drew the eye into the shadows, where
         peace and serenity lurked. Christi would rather paint than eat or even breathe at times.
      

      
      “A little girl asked Santa for a kitty for her mother”—he shifted into mimic—“ ‘ ’Cause Mommy’s kitty died and she is sad.’
         ”
      

      
      “That’s all she wanted?”

      
      “Gee, that’s what I thought too.” Nora motioned toward the teapot and Christi nodded. While her mother poured the tea, Christi
         absently rubbed the paint spot on her cheek.
      

      
      “There are three cats for adoption right now. I like the gold one, she loves to be held. The other two would rather roughhouse.”

      
      “You think it would still be there until after school?”

      
      “I’ll call Shawna and tell her to hold it for you. Are you sure you want to do this? What happens if she doesn’t really want
         it?”
      

      
      “Can anyone turn down one of Santa’s elves?”

      
      “You’d go in costume?”

      
      “Why not?”

      
      “I could paint you a card.”

      
      “Would you?”

      
      “Sure, have one started. All I need to do is change the color of the cat. Luckily, I made it white, like Bushy here.” She
         rubbed her cheek on the cat’s fluffy head. “How long until we decorate the tree?”
      

      
      “Give me five minutes.”

      
      “Okay, you two start on the lights and I’ll finish the card. You want me to sign it for you?” Christi had taken classes in
         calligraphy and had taught her mother how to sign all the Christmas cards in perfect script.
      

      
      “You know, you’re all right for a girl.” Charlie bounded up the stairs to his room, where all his herpetological friends lived.
         Arnold, a three-foot rosy boa that should have been named Houdini, was his favorite.
      

      
      Nora handed Christi her mug of tea. “Take a brownie with you.”

      
      “Thanks, Mom. You heard from Dad yet?”

      
      “No.” Nora knew her answer was a bit clipped.

      
      “Something must be wrong.” Christi’s eyes darkened in concern. “Did you call him?”

      
      “I tried, cell went right to voice mail.”

      
      “So, he was on it?”

      
      “Or he let the battery run out.” As efficient as Gordon was, you’d think he could remember to plug his phone into the charger.
         The two women of the family shared an eye rolling.
      

      
      “He’ll call.”

      
      “Unless he’s broken down someplace.”

      
      “You always tell me not to worry.”

      
      “Well, advising and doing are two different things.” Nora set her cup and saucer in the dishwasher. “Want to help me unroll
         the lights?”
      

      
      “I was going up to finish that card.”

      
      Nora checked her watch. “Ten minutes?”

      
      “Done.” Christi scooped Bushy up off the counter, where he’d flopped, and headed up the stairs, not leaping like her brother,
         but lithe and regal, the residuals of her years of ballet and modern dance.
      

      
      Nora and Betsy headed for the living room, but when the phone rang, she did an about-face and a near dive for the wall phone
         in the desk alcove. “Hello.”
      

      
      “Nora, I’m sorry I didn’t call sooner.”

      
      “There, you did it again.” She tried to sound harsh, but relief turned her to quivering Jell-O.

      
      “What?”

      
      “Apologize. Now I can’t be mad at you.” His chuckle reminded her of how much she missed him when he was gone. “Where are you?”

      
      “Still in Stuttgart. Art and I got to talking and I didn’t realize the time passing. I had to get some sleep.”

      
      “You’re up awfully early.”

      
      “I know. Trying to finish up. Is the tree up yet?”

      
      “What, are you trying to outwait me?”

      
      “What ever gave you that idea?” He coughed to clear his throat.

      
      “You okay?”

      
      “Just a tickle. Look, I should be on my way home this afternoon. I’ve got to wrap this thing up, but I told them the deadline
         is noon and I’m heading for the airport at three, come he-heaven or high water.”
      

      
      “Well, don’t worry about the tree.” She slipped into suffering servant to make him laugh again. “The kids and I’ll get that
         done tonight.” It worked. His chuckle always made her smile back, even when he couldn’t see her.
      

      
      “They have school tomorrow, right?”

      
      “Right. Last day, so there’ll be parties. I have goodie trays all ready to take.”

      
      “You made Julekaka for the teachers again?”

      
      Nora chuckled. “Gotta keep my place as favorite mother of high-school students.”

      
      “Is that Dad?” Charlie called from the stairs. “Tell him to hurry home. I have to…” The rest of his words were lost in his
         rush.
      

      
      “Charlie says to hurry home.”

      
      “I heard him. Give them both hugs from me.”

      
      “Do you need a ride from the airport?” She glanced at the clock. Nine P.M. here meant four A.M. in Germany. Good thing Gordon was a morning person.
      

      
      “No, I’ll take a cab. I love you.”

      
      “You better.” She hung up on both their chuckles. How come just hearing his voice upped the wattage on the lights? And after
         twenty-two years of marriage. As people so often told them, they were indeed the lucky ones. “Please, Lord, take good care
         of him,” she whispered as she blew him a silent kiss. She joined Charlie in the living room, where a blue spruce graced the
         bay window overlooking the front yard, where she and Gordon had festooned tiny white lights on the naked branches of the maple,
         which burst into fiery color in the fall, and the privet hedge, which bordered the drive. Lights in icicle mode graced the
         front eaves, while two tall white candles guarded the front steps. She’d filled pots with holly up the flagstone stairs and
         hung a swag of pine boughs, red balls and a huge gold mesh bow on the door.
      

      
      “Here.” Charlie handed her the reel of tiny white lights and pulled on the end to plug it in.

      
      “I already checked them all this afternoon. Just start at the top of the tree.”

      
      They had a third of the lights on the eight-foot tree when Christi joined them, setting the finished card on the mantel to
         dry. “I didn’t put it in the envelope yet, so don’t forget this in the morning, or are you coming home before going over there? Shawna said she’ll put your name on the golden cat. She’s already been fixed, so she is ready for her new
         home.” Christi picked up another reel of light strings. “You need to put them closer together.”
      

      
      “Yeah, right, Miss Queen Bee has spoken,” Charlie mumbled from behind the tree.

      
      “You don’t have to get huffy.”

      
      “You don’t have to be bossy.”

      
      “All right, let’s just get the lights on.” All they had to do was get through this drudgery part and then all would be well.
         Gordon always tried to skimp on the lights too. Like father, like son. Silence reigned as they wound the lights around the
         tree branches, punctuated only by a “hand me another reel, please” and “ouch” when a spruce needle dug into the tender spot
         under the nail. Nora sucked on her finger for a moment to ease the stinging. Inhaling the intoxicating spruce scent brought
         back memories of the last years and made her grateful again for all the joys they’d had. One more thing to miss tonight, the
         rehash she and Gordon always did post–tree trimming, when the children had gone to bed, like Monday-morning quarterbacking,
         only with more smiles and laughter. Much of the laughter came because of Charlie’s clowning around.
      

      
      “What if she doesn’t like the cat?” Charlie asked.

      
      “Then we’ll take it back,” Christi said matter-of-factly.

      
      “By ‘back,’ I’m sure you mean to the Humane Society. Bushy would not like another cat around here.” Nora’s hands stilled.
         This she needed to clarify.
      

      
      “Of course, Mom.”

      
      Nora looked up in time to catch a head shake from her daughter and one of the “I’m trying to be patient” looks Christi was so good at. Why was it so quiet? “Oh, I forgot to put the music on. Messiah all right?”
      

      
      When both twins shrugged, she knew they’d rather have something else, but were giving her the choice. She crossed to the sound
         system, hit the number three button and waited a moment for Mariah Carey’s voice to flow out. She’d play the Messiah after they went to bed. They’d all attended the “Sing-Along Messiah” concert the second weekend in December. At least Gordon had been home for that tradition.
      

      
      A bit later they all three stepped back with matching sighs.

      
      “All right, throw the switch.” She looked at Charlie, who had taken over that job years earlier. This certainly was a night
         for memories. When the tree sprang to life, they swapped grins and nods. The ornaments were the easy part.
      

      
      By unspoken agreement, they decided to hang the ornaments, which they’d bought one per year on their annual family shopping
         trip and dinner-out tradition, higher in the tree to keep away from batting cat’s paws and a dog’s wagging tail. While the
         twins snorted at her sentimentality, she hung the ornaments they’d made through the years, some like the Santa face with a
         cotton ball beard, beginning to look more than a bit scruffy, but dear nevertheless. The ornaments that their Tante Karen
         had given them through the years on their Christmas presents brought up memories and set the two to recalling each year and
         what their interest had been then.
      

      
      Nora knew that her sister watched both the twins and the shops carefully through the year to find just the perfect ornament.
         When the twins had trees of their own, they would already have seventeen ornaments each to take with them. The thought made Nora pause. The home tree would
         look mighty bare. She hung the crocheted and stiffened snowflakes she had made one year and had given for gifts. Then three
         little folded-paper-and-waxed stars she’d made in Girl Scouts took their own places.
      

      
      When they’d hung the final ornament, they stared at the box with the glorious angel that always smiled benignly from the top
         of the tree.
      

      
      “Let’s leave that for Dad.” Christi turned toward her mother.

      
      “I agree.” Setting the angel just right with a light inside her to make her shimmer was always Gordon’s job—for years because
         he was the only one tall enough and now because they wanted him to have a part, no matter how many miles separated them.
      

      
      Charlie shrugged. “I am tall enough, you know.”

      
      “I know.” Nora gathered her two chicks to her sides and they admired the tree together. “Thank you. I know it is late, with
         school tomorrow, but I really appreciate your helping the tradition continue.” She tried not to sniff, but her body went on
         automatic pilot.
      

      
      Charlie’s arm around her back squeezed and Christi leaned her head against her mother’s. Together they turned and surveyed
         all the decorations; the mantel was the only thing that Nora changed year after year, and all was done but hanging the Christmas
         stockings. The hooks waited. Charlie picked up the flat box that held the cross-stitched or quilted stockings and they each
         hung up their own. Nora hung hers and Gordon’s, while the kids hung the ones for Bushy and Betsy.
      

      
      “Now Santa can come.” Christi smoothed the satin surfaces of her crazy-quilt stocking, with every satin or velvet piece decorated
         with intricate embroidery stitches, cross-stitch, daisy chain and feather. “When I get married, will you make my husband a
         sock to match?”
      

      
      “I will.” Just please don’t be in too big a hurry. Not that Christi was dating anyone. She often said she left all the flirting up to her brother, since all the girls were
         after him all the time.
      

      
      But Nora often wondered if Christi was a bit jealous, not that she would ask. Her daughter talked more with her father than
         she did with her mother. Unless, of course, it was a real female thing.
      

      
      “Anyone for cocoa? The real kind? I can make it while you get ready for bed. I’ll bring the tray up.”

      
      “And brownies?” Charlie asked.

      
      “Fattigman?” Christi loved the traditional Norwegian goodies Nora made only at Christmastime.

      
      “Of course, and since you’ll be getting home early tomorrow, you can help me with the sandbakles.”

      
      Charlie groaned. Pressing the buttery dough into the small fluted tins was not his idea of fun.

      
      “ ‘He who eats must press.’ ” Christi sang out the line her mother had often repeated since the time they were little.

      
      Nora watched her two swap shoulder punches as they climbed the stairs. No matter how much they teased each other or argued,
         the bond between them ran deeper than most siblings. Gordon called it spooky; she figured it was a gift from God.
      

      
      Time to make cocoa, as her family had called it. In her mind, hot chocolate came in a packet or tin. Good thing she’d picked up the miniature marshmallows. Betsy padding beside her,
         she returned to the kitchen to fix the tray. If only Gordon were here. Carrying the tray up the stairs was his job.
      

      
   
      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      Nora

      
      He didn’t call.
      

      
      Nora glared at the clock. How could six A.M. come so quickly? Taking into consideration the seven-hour time difference, Gordon should have called and left a message.
         No beeping on the phone equaled no message. He said he’d call. She scrubbed sleep from her eyes and stumbled into the bathroom.
         She stared into the mirror. Bags under the eyes—not a good sign. Her roots needed Honorio’s careful attention. The highlights
         he so skillfully wove made her hair look nearly the dark blond color it had been when she was Christi’s age. And she needed
         a haircut. Knowing his schedule, she knew the hair treatment would have to wait until after Christmas. This morning her grayish
         blue eyes, which so matched her daughter’s, looked bleary, underwritten with lines of resentment.
      

      
      The hot shower helped to revive her somewhat, and the coffee she knew was ready downstairs, thanks to modern technology, would
         take her the rest of the way. Her to-do list was already on the second page. That thought flared more resentment. Nearly half the list was Gordon’s Christmas
         shopping, which he would arrive too late to accomplish. Again.
      

      
      “You better get rolling,” she announced with a tap at each twin’s bedroom door, and continued on down the stairs, Betsy right
         in front of her. She let the yellow Lab out, an act of mercy, before pouring her coffee. Then she put down dog food and took
         her mug, Bible and journal to the drop-leaf table in the bay window. Instead of sitting on the built-in padded bench seat,
         she took her favorite captain’s chair, only to jump up at the yip at the door to let Betsy back in. Barking this early would
         not be pleasing to the new neighbors, both of whom worked swing shift.
      

      
      Nora had found her current page in the journal and started to write when a movement near the refrigerator caught her eye.
         Betsy looked up at the same instant and emitted a strangled yelp. Sure enough, Arnold was out again and slithering for his
         favorite warm spot on the top of the refrigerator. Not that there wasn’t a heater on his terrarium, but the rosy boa loved
         to roam.
      

      
      Nora had gotten over her squeamishness for all things creepy and crawly years ago. Even as a toddler, Charlie had carried
         in his pockets worms and crickets and whatever else moved slow enough for him to catch. Good thing they lived in Minnesota,
         where dangerous reptiles, spiders, and insects didn’t.
      

      
      She did, however, draw the line at returning Arnold to his lair. At least when Charlie was home. Striding to the bottom of
         the stairs, she shouted upward, “Charlie, Arnold is on the loose. You are going to have to put a lock on that creature’s house.” She headed back to the kitchen at her son’s “Coming!” and sat down to her journal again. If she’d
         gotten up at her normal five thirty, she’d have had the peace she needed. Peace to replace the irritation at Gordon for not
         calling, for not carrying his organization skills over into his family life and for simply not being home. She re-read her
         verse for the day: “Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest.” If that didn’t fit her pre-Christmas
         marathon, nothing would.
      

      
      She’d heard a story once about a woman who had laid her burden at the foot of the Cross, walked away, then, feeling something
         missing, returned and picked it up. Nora knew that might well be her story. Laying down the burden of being angry with Gordon
         was easy, but the snatching back? If Jesus was indeed the Prince of Peace, He could leave some on her doorstep. Sarcasm in
         her devotions, that’s all she needed. She dropped her head into her hands. “Father, forgive me, but is it wrong to want this
         to be a perfect Christmas, this last Christmas the kids are sure to be home?” Hoping for a holy whisper, instead the pounding
         of male feet down the stairs heralded that her son was in a hurry.
      

      
      Nora shook her head. “You know most mothers would freak out at having a snake slither up on their refrigerator.”

      
      “I know. You’re the best.” Charlie carefully coiled the snake in one arm and snagged a breakfast bar off the counter with
         the other. On his way back upstairs, she heard, “If you want a ride, be ready in ten,” to what Nora knew was the closed bathroom
         door. His twin, Christi, was not a morning person, unlike her brother, whose eyes snapped open in concert with his mouth and his brain. Christi needed to process that morning had indeed arrived and she
         was expected to be part of the day prior to noon.
      

      
      Betsy laid her head on Nora’s knee and gazed up at her with adoring eyes. “Yes, I know you want to go for a walk. We’ll go
         as soon as they are out the door, okay?” The dog brushed the tile floor with her tail and sighed in delight when Nora rubbed
         her ears.
      

      
      A new set of feet stomped, one stair at a time, as though their owner were being dragged. Christi set her backpack on the
         counter with a sigh and retrieved a banana from the bowl of fruit.
      

      
      “Good morning to you too,” Nora said.

      
      Christi nodded without looking at her, slowly reaching for the Honey Nut Cheerios, her favorite cereal. She fixed her bowl,
         slicing the banana on top with artistic perfection. After she’d perched on the high stool at the counter to eat, words at
         last emerged. “Don’t forget I need a ride to church to work on the sets.” She was painting the moveable scenery to be used
         in the Christmas Eve pageant. “Thought for sure I’d get finished last night.”
      

      
      “Did anyone come and help you?”

      
      “Nope, no-shows.”

      
      That—most likely—had not truly bothered Christi, who preferred her own company when creating. Next year’s Christmas Eve pageant
         would have to get along without her daughter. What would Nora and Gordon do, once they were on their own for Christmas? She
         couldn’t begin to imagine the empty nest so eagerly anticipated by some of her friends. Not yet; Christmas loomed too large,
         with too many things left unfinished. She was already behind, thanks to Gordon. She made another addition to her list. This afternoon she would move all the packages out of hiding
         to under the tree.
      

      
      “How’s your dad’s present coming?”

      
      “Finished it last night.”

      
      “After we decorated the tree? That was really late.”

      
      “Last time I had. It has to dry enough so I can wrap it.”

      
      “I know he’ll love it.”

      
      “You haven’t peeked, have you?” Christi looked up from fishing the last cereal out of her bowl, her voice wearing an accusing
         cloak.
      

      
      “No, I didn’t peek. You didn’t invite me to.” And I’d never invade that privacy you deem so important. She often wondered where her daughter got that obsessive need to guard the things she created. Really, to guard herself.
         Was it just the obsessive tendency toward perfection, to which she surely was heir? According to the matrimonial surveys,
         Nora knew that Gordon should be a slob, the opposite of her neatness, but, instead, he was even more neat than she. Had she
         wanted, she could have eaten off the floor of his garage, to beg an old cliché. Not that she’d ever wanted to, of course.
      

      
      “You ready?” Charlie paused at the refrigerator, took out the half-gallon milk jug and glugged several swallows. Unlike his
         sister, he would tell a perfect stranger his entire life story. An open book and friend to all was her Charlie. The twins
         couldn’t be more different… nor more devoted to each other. They knew when the other was coming down with some bug; Christi
         professing her finger hurt when Charlie got as much as a sliver. Sympathetic… something or other, the pediatrician had called
         it.
      

      
      Nora waited for Christi’s response, and when it came, she cracked a smile.
      

      
      “Eeeuw, Mom, make him stop that! Won’t you ever grow up?”

      
      “In a hurry.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, put the cap back on and set the milk back on the top shelf.

      
      Nora had learned to keep her mouth shut. As to the germ problem that Christi moaned about? None of them had died yet.

      
      He headed for the door to the garage, backpack slung over one shoulder and stocking hat stuffed in his down parka pocket.

      
      “Aren’t you going to eat more than…?”

      
      He brushed his mother’s cheek with a kiss. “No time. Come on, snail, or you’ll have to ride the bus.”

      
      “I’m coming. Get the car out, I’ll meet you in front.” Christi set her cereal bowl in the sink.

      
      “You want a mug of coffee with you?” Nora asked.

      
      “No.” She paused a moment as if thinking. “No thanks,” she added politely, but in the vague tone that indicated she’d already
         tuned out her mother.
      

      
      “Have a good day.” Nora raised her voice so Charlie would hear her too. As the door slammed shut, Christi headed for the coat
         closet, her own door slam following Charlie’s.
      

      
      Nora felt silence descend. On to her list and the pursuit of the perfect Christmas. Then a quick look back at the kitchen
         revealed Christi’s backpack on the counter. Another difference between the two. Charlie’s life rode in his backpack; Christi
         rarely seemed to know where hers was. This morning was case in point. Nora leaped to her feet and grabbed the pack, yelling “Wait” as she tore out the front door. “Here!” She hollered louder to be heard over the
         rumble of Charlie’s Jeep and waved her arm to catch their attention. Charlie hit the brakes and Christi leaped from the car
         and ran back to her mother.
      

      
      “Thanks. That was dumb.” She took her backpack and half slipped on the icy walk before hustling back to the car.

      
      “I love you!” Nora blew them kisses, ignoring what she knew to be their eye rolling and “Oh, Mother” looks. Too bad. She had
         rights and a mother’s duty to remind them of the important things. And that included this year’s perfect Christmas. Once the
         absent and uncommunicative—her stomach tightened as she remembered—Gordon returned, she’d have the chance to remind them all to make this year the very
         best. She and Betsy turned back into the house, Nora shivering and the dog dancing her anticipation of the coming walk.
      

      
      Twenty minutes later, Betsy was in her glory and Nora’s nose was nearly frozen. Her mind, however, bubbled like boiling water
         as she reviewed her to-do list, uncharitable thoughts of Gordon periodically intruding.
      

      
      Her normal speed-walking wasn’t a good idea this morning, with all the ice patches on the road and sidewalks. All she needed
         was to slip on the ice and break something. Now, wouldn’t that be a wonderful way to ruin Christmas? Betsy trotted along beside
         her, not bothering to stop and sniff all her usual haunts, so they covered two miles in good time. When speed-walking, she
         usually did four to five.
      

      
      The pregnant gray clouds thickened on their way home. The weatherman’s prediction for snow was looking more possible all the while. The wind had picked up too. By the time
         she and Betsy made the front door, the snow had begun in earnest. She’d hoped for a white Christmas.
      

      
      Back in the house, she hung her down parka in the hall closet and tossed her gloves and hat into the basket attached to the
         inside of the door. Inhaling pine, cinnamon and vanilla, she paused long enough in the living room to give the tree a judicial
         going-over. No need to change anything anymore. During the early years, she had often moved ornaments around to cover any
         bare spots the children had left. No tinsel to redistribute. They’d given up using tinsel years earlier when their first cat
         had ingested several strands and had to have surgery to clean her out. Ah, the memories floating around the tree and throughout
         the house. What would it be like when the kids had their own lives? Grandchildren, she decided. But perhaps she was getting
         ahead of herself.
      

      
      In the kitchen, she poured herself a cup of coffee, dug out a chew bone for Betsy and drew in a deep breath. She’d better
         speed up. First, finish the last of the Christmas baking. She set the supplies for frosting and wrapped the round loaves of
         Julekaka, the Norwegian form of Christmas bread, with cardamom, currants and bits of candied fruit inside. She dropped almond
         flavoring into the powdered sugar, butter and cream frosting, adding one more layer to the scented house. She frosted each
         loaf, made a circle of candied cherry halves in red and green, set the loaf on a plastic Christmas plate, wrapped the entire
         thing in clear sheets of plastic and added a bow and name tag.
      

      
      After checking her watch, she crossed “Julekaka” off her list. She’d already decorated the boxes used for the three kinds
         of brownies and other cookies she was taking for the kids’ parties. As mother-in-charge, she’d made sure there would be plenty
         of treats, including homemade popcorn balls, Christi’s favorite. She knew she had a reputation to uphold. All the teachers
         commented on the nice things she did for them throughout the year. She figured she couldn’t thank them enough for the fine
         jobs they were doing with her children.
      

      
      In the next three hours, she crossed “sandbakles,” a Norwegian cookie, or tart shell, off the list and packed it up. Next
         item: Charlie had requested hamburgers for supper, not the fast-food kind, her kind. She brought out the ground beef, added
         a packet of onion soup mix, a few glugs of barbeque sauce and Worcestershire sauce, then began forming patties, big ones,
         the kind her men liked. Betsy yipped at the back door and she crossed the room to let her out. The snow was already sticking
         to the ground, the wind tossing the powder on the covered patio furniture. She frowned. Big, fat flakes, the kind that covered
         the ground quickly and shut out the light early.
      

      
      Clutching her list, Nora paused at the window and watched the bits of tissue float down, dancing and twirling in the puffs
         of wind. As always, her heart thrilled at the first snowfall of the season; they’d usually had several by now. Each year was
         different, but switching to cross-country skiing from speed-walking always gave her a leap of excitement. When the lake froze
         over, they skated too, and Gordon set his fish house out. While there had been ice around the shore, the middle was all open
         water. She let Betsy back in, gave her a treat and turned on the stereo for Christmas music to flood the house. There would be time for all those activities in the days to come, but
         now was the time to work. She finished the patties, wrapped them one more time and placed them in the fridge.
      

      
      She chewed the inside of her cheek. To call Gordon’s office or not to call to find out if he’d contacted them? A quick glance
         at the swollen to-do list solved the question.
      

      
      “He did? On time. Okay, many thanks.” Nora hung up the phone and acknowledged she was officially seething. Gordon had called
         the office to tell them his flight was on time and when he would be landing. His office.
      

      
      At least she had information, she consoled herself. But it didn’t make her feel any better. On to delivery, and… she gulped.
         Picking up Christi at three. She’d nearly forgotten. That meant she couldn’t stop on the way home and do Gordon’s shopping.
         She rather hoped he was sitting next to someone obnoxious on the plane. Someone who wanted to tell him all about widgets.
      

      
      Ashamed, she decided she needed a boost in her Christmas spirit; so she hurried into a special red Christmas sweater, with
         snowmen knitted in white angora yarn and wearing black felt hats with a jingle bell on top. She’d bought it at the end of
         last year’s season, like she did most Christmas decorations, including the special china she would use on Christmas Eve and
         Christmas Day. Her black velvet pants fit perfectly, in spite of the goodies she’d munched as she cooked, baked and wrapped.
      

      
      Once she had the SUV loaded, she bade Betsy good-bye; then list in hand, she headed out to deliver all the treats, including some to a couple of shut-ins from church and to finish errands. Two blocks from home, she had to up the
         wiper blades to high to keep up with the dumping snow. It was quickly moving from beautiful to trouble and would do nothing
         to speed her along. Would Gordon’s plane have difficulty landing? Mentally she reviewed the winter prep Gordon and Charlie
         had done on Charlie’s Jeep: blanket, flares, winter antifreeze, snow scraper. He’d be okay. He was a good driver and had grown
         up in snow country. She double-checked to make sure her cell phone was charged and actually in her purse.
      

      
      Right, leave the worry in God’s hands. And fight the frissons of anger at having been ignored that kept blind-siding her.
         The other side of her kept whispering that there would be a good reason to stay calm; whatever was happening was out of Gordon’s
         control.
      

      
      That thought was not particularly calming either.

      
      White swirled and danced, so she turned her lights on. She should have brought cookies with her, since she was late. Something
         to soothe the savage beast, not that Christi would be savage, but Nora never appreciated the silent treatment either.
      

      
      Christi ran from under the overhang as soon as she pulled up. “You’re late, Mom. You know I’ve got a tight schedule.”

      
      “I know. Sorry.” She glanced over her shoulder to pull back out into the traffic. “You want to stop at Burger Hut for something
         to eat?”
      

      
      “No, let’s just get to the church.”

      
      Nora’s phone rang and she handed it to Christi. “Hope it’s your dad.”

      
      “Hello? No, we’re on our way to church.” She covered the phone. “Charlie wants to know if it is all right for him to take
         a couple of guys home after the party.”
      

      
      “To our house?”

      
      “No, their houses.”

      
      Nora regarded the snow caking along the bottom of her windshield. “This snow is looking worse than the weather gal predicted.”

      
      Christi listened, then turned to her mother. “He says it’s supposed to lighten up. He says the guys aren’t wearing hikers
         or winter coats and that you’d hate to have them walk home in this.” She smiled.
      

      
      Nora nodded agreement with a chuckle, then shook her head after Christi punched off. “Your brother could sell snow to Eskimos.”

      
      Nora swung the car into the church parking lot. She could see tire tracks through the accumulated snow.

      
      “I’ll see if I can get a ride home, okay?”

      
      “That would be a help. Or maybe Charlie can swing by here and pick you up. Let me know.” This was one of those times she was
         glad both her children had cell phones. While she often hated the intrusive things, keeping in touch was easier with them
         than without. So why had Gordon called the office and not her? They would have to have a conversation when he got home.
      

      
      In what seemed like minutes instead of hours, it was time to head back out into what Nora would nearly call a storm, to pick
         up Christi. Charlie—in the middle of his charitable ride giving after the party—had called to say he’d be home late.
      

      
      Christi leaned her head against the headrest. “Charlie call?” Those two were always checking on each other as though they shared one heart.
      

      
      “Said he’d be home about ten. I’ll fry us some burgers as soon as we get home.”

      
      “Good, what about Dad?”

      
      Yes. What about Dad? As annoyed as she was, Nora felt concern creeping in with the snow. “I’m going to call and see what the flight is doing in
         this snow.”
      

      
      Christi nodded. “Okay. I’m starved.”

      
      “But you finished?”

      
      “We did. Might have some touching up to do, but Mrs. Sorenson and Bruce came to help.”

      
      When they got inside, Christi bit into a buttery sand-bakle before even removing her jacket. She devoured a second one and
         headed off to put her things away.
      

      
      Nora checked on the number and dialed the phone, holding it between ear and shoulder as she dug out the frying pan. So much
         for grilling outside. She punched in the flight numbers and listened for the response. The last leg of Gordon’s flight had
         been delayed out of New York and should arrive in Minneapolis between ten and eleven.
      

      
      She and Christi were just finishing their burgers when she noticed Christi’s frown.

      
      “What’s wrong?”

      
      “Oh… a headache,” Christi replied. She rubbed her temples and moved her head around to pull the tension out of her neck muscles.

      
      Nora glanced at the clock. Charlie should be home by now. Gordon was out in the snow. Her Christmas felt scattered, as though
         already changing. She didn’t like it. She stacked their plates and took them to the sink, then returned and rubbed her daughter’s
         neck and shoulders.
      

      
      “Um, thanks, Mom, that helps.”
      

      
      Betsy stood and looked toward the living room, her ears pricked. She woofed when the doorbell rang, then barked several sharp
         yelps as she headed for the front door, Nora right after her.
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