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      Rosa

      

      The first kiss Rosa Marie Soto had from a man in thirty-five years didn’t cause the angels to sing, but the second one sure did.

      On the last day of the year, a week and three days after she’d met him at her son’s wedding, Rosa almost jumped out of her skin when Dominic Perry slipped his hand into hers. After she settled from the shock of his warm, rough hand in hers, she quite enjoyed the sensation. There was something about holding a man’s hand that made a woman feel as if she were cherished, as if she belonged to someone. She hadn’t felt that for a very long time.

      Neither talked as they walked down Main Street under the oaks strung with white lights. The storefronts were dark, other than The Oar, which seemed to pulse like a heartbeat with loud music and people celebrating the end of one year and the beginning of a new one. The scent of the ocean mingled with the fir garlands that decorated the storefronts. Ice slickened the sidewalks. A layer of fog made the air thick and cold. Her cheeks stung and her nose had gone numb. Rosa was glad for her thick coat and the warmth of the bulky man beside her.

      She let out a joyful squeak when Dominic squeezed her hand.

      “Dinner was nice, Rosa,” he said. “I haven’t had a home-cooked meal since my wife died. There’s nothing like food cooked in a loving home.”

      “I’m glad you liked it.” She’d slow-cooked the pork all day in anticipation of Dominic’s arrival.

      “I ate too much,” he said. “I hope you won’t think I’m a compulsive overeater.”

      She laughed. “I raised a boy. Rafael was always hungry.” There were many years in the past when she’d worried about how she would feed him or keep a roof over his head. Those cold, hungry, anxious days of single motherhood resided in her memory, having made their mark in ways that could never be undone. However, they made her even more grateful for the life she had now. Without scarcity, one cannot see abundance.

      “This is quite a town you’ve got here,” Dominic said. “It’s as pretty as Lisa said it was.”

      “I’m glad you’re here.” Should she have said that? Was it too needy? Did people say these sorts of things on dates?

      They passed the closed bookstore, decorated with garlands and lights as well as a display window filled with holiday books for every type of reader. The grocery store’s giant wreath that hung above the doors twinkled but inside was dark. Rosa was glad the employees would get the night off to celebrate with their families. When they reached the park where the town’s Christmas tree sparkled, she tugged on his hand. “Let’s stay here for a minute.”

      “Sure thing,” he said.

      They stood side by side and took in the glittering branches. Although she’d seen it many times since the lighting on Thanksgiving Day, she never tired of the sight of the forty-foot tree shimmering with white lights. Rosa pulled her coat tighter and glanced up at Dominic. He wore the red hat she’d made for him, knitting with mad intensity in the days since she’d first set her eyes on him. Dominic’s chocolate eyes twinkled down at her from a rather great distance. The man was over six feet and she was only five two and shrinking by the day.

      “I know it’s a small thing, but this tree makes gives me joy.”

      “I’m feeling joyful myself,” he said. “But it has nothing to do with this tree and all to do with the shining light next to me.”

      “You mean me?” This came out more of a squeak than a question.

      He grinned as he looked down at her. “Yes, Rosa. I mean you.” His voice rumbled from his chest, deep and rich as French roast coffee.

      Her knees wobbled. He was such a man, such a presence. And he’d come to visit her. Dominic Perry, handsome and rich and important, from what she could tell from the articles she’d read about him online, had come to see her, Rosa the Lunch Lady. Or, as some in her circle called her, Mama Soto. She was no one important or rich or even pretty. Yet he’d asked if he could come visit her.

      She bit the inside of her lip, hoping with all her might this was not a dream. Was this the moment he would kiss her?

      Thoughts bounced around her head as fast as one of those balls she used to put in Rafael’s stockings on Christmas morning. She’d given Dominic permission to kiss her when they were in Emerson Pass for her son’s wedding. He’d asked if he might come to see her and she’d given permission for that too. Since then, she’d questioned whether he really would or if it was just a matter of being caught up in the moment. But as she was quickly learning about Dominic, he did what he said he would do.

      A few days after she’d returned from the wedding to Cliffside Bay, Dominic had sent her a text—apparently this was the new dating custom—asking if he could come see her for New Year’s Eve. She wrote back a coy I happen to be free. Or at least she thought it was coy. Who knew how these things came across over text? Her daughter-in-law, Lisa, and her best friend Pepper had advised Rosa to use emojis. These gave hints about the nature of the texts, they told her. This had sounded like a good idea. However, thus far, she hadn’t been able to locate the emoji button and was too embarrassed to ask. She knew that what used to be the pound sign was now called a hashtag, but the emoji phenomenon confused her. Honestly, she wasn’t even sure how to spell emoji. She’d only had a smartphone for a short time. Rafael had insisted she get one when her flip phone had been perfectly fine. Rosa had no idea where her son got his bossiness from.

      There was the grammar thing too. According to her bossy son, there was only one space after a period now. Why would they do that? Who decided these things? None of the kids knew the answer. “It’s just the way now, Mama,” Rafael had said. Rosa assumed it had something to do with money. Most things did when you examined them carefully enough.

      Why was she thinking about this now? A hunky man was about to kiss her. She needed to learn how to quiet her mind. Maybe she should take one of those mindfulness classes at the community center.

      Dominic’s wide face crinkled as he smiled down at her. “Rosa, what I wouldn’t give to know what was going through that brain of yours.”

      “I was thinking about how there is only one space instead of two after a period now. Don’t you think that’s odd?”

      He threw back his head and laughed. The rich, hearty sound echoed in the quiet night. Lights on the Christmas tree twinkled brighter, as if powered by the larger-than-life man. “I think it’s very odd. I’m sure my English teacher from high school is turning over in her grave.”

      “I’m considering writing the president to lodge a complaint.”

      “We could get a petition going and get all the old people like us to sign it.”

      Laughter bubbled out of her. He made it so easy to laugh. Like the hand holding, shared laughter made her feel as if she belonged with him. Like they had their own special club that no one else could belong to.

      The next thought came in like a frigid gust of wind and snatched the joy right from her chest. This was a moment to be savored. She knew that in the depths of her bones. Women like her didn’t have long with a man like this one, rich, powerful, attractive. Make the most of it. Get that kiss.

      Still holding her hand, he turned to face her. The lights reflected in his dancing eyes. This was it. The moment. The first kiss since her coward of a husband had left her with a tiny baby thirty-five years ago.

      She lifted her face upward and closed her eyes and waited. When nothing happened, other than her heart pounding so hard in her chest she figured the entire town could hear it, she opened her eyes.

      He wasn’t looking at her now. In fact, his gaze had moved to the ground.

      “Isn’t this the part where you’re supposed to kiss me?” she asked.

      He looked back up at her. “I want to.”

      She prepared to pucker again but stopped when she saw the flatness fall over his face.

      “What is it?” she asked softly.

      “I haven’t kissed anyone but Susannah since I was twenty-five years old.”

      She smiled and patted his arm. “I haven’t kissed anyone for thirty-five years, so I understand. We don’t have to.” Even as she said it, she felt the loss. She fought against sagging with disappointment. She’d wanted that kiss, had stared at his mouth all through dinner, wondering what his lips would feel like on hers.

      “I’d like to, Rosa. Maybe a peck to get us started? If it doesn’t go well, we can try again. Or not.”

      The look of vulnerability on his face made her heart ache. He was afraid to do it wrong. Like her, he was worried that he was not enough. “I think a peck sounds perfect.” She would keep her eyes open this time. In case he chickened out, she’d see it coming.

      His broad chest widened as he took in a breath, then lowered his mouth to hers and gave her a quick kiss, as light as a whisper. When he rose up, he smiled, looking relieved. “I didn’t make you run.”

      “I’m not running,” she said. “I never run, actually, but I’m not running from you.” She lifted her chin. “Do it again, please, only this time like you mean it.”

      She closed her eyes and held her breath. He took both her hands this time. His lips found hers. They were soft, like miniature cushions. The tip of his nose was cold. Such a contrast to the heat from his mouth. She sighed when he paused for a split second before diving deeper, parting her lips with his. He tasted of mint. His leather coat in combination with his cologne was the most pleasant smell. She sighed with pleasure when he dropped her hands to pull her close. They kissed and kissed, as if they had time to make up for.

      And what was that? Angels singing “Ave Maria”?

      He drew back, staring into her eyes. “Do you hear that?”

      “The singing?” she asked.

      He nodded.

      “You can hear it too?” The sweetest voices, surely angels filled the night air.

      He gestured behind them with a nod of his chin. “No, it’s real.”

      She turned around to see a choir of children who had gathered on the lawn to sing. Through the fog, they appeared as if from a heavenly world. Dressed in white, they held plastic candles that lit their delicate faces. Their halos were made of tinsel and pipe cleaners. The pastor’s wife was with them, leading them in song. There was little Jubie in the front row singing her heart out.

      Dominic drew her close and whispered in her ear. “I’m going to take this as a good sign.”

      “The angels have spoken,” she said, more to herself than him as the angels’ voices rose in a lovely crescendo.
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      Rosa

      One year later

      

      Rosa was too old for Spanx. Yet here she was stuffing her almost-sixty-year-old self into a body shaper that was surely made for a smaller body than hers. A necessary evil—she understood this, but it didn’t make her feel any less ridiculous as she examined herself in the mirror. The garment reminded her of the girdles her mother used to wear. Hadn’t the women’s movement saved them from wearing such torture devices? Under the garment, which rose to the top of her possibly damaged rib cage, she wore silky black stockings. Everything was squished into shape until she took it all off. She cringed and turned down the light.

      From the other room, the sound of Christmas carols played from the stereo.

      Lisa knocked on her bedroom door. “May I come in?”

      “Yes, my love. I’m in my underwear so be warned.”

      “I’ll be fine.” Lisa laughed as she slipped into the room and plopped onto the bed. Without makeup and dressed in loose jeans and a red sweater, she looked younger than her thirty-two years. No one would know by her casual appearance that she was quickly becoming one of the most famous and respected actresses in the world. Their Lisa wasn’t one to put on airs. She was a good girl. The best girl. If only there were little babies coming. Soon, she was sure. The way Lisa was around Lily Waller, Rosa felt certain a pregnancy would happen very soon. God be willing, of course. She crossed herself to be on the safe side.

      “Your hair and makeup look fantastic,” Lisa said. “If I do say so myself.”

      Lisa had excellent skills making a person look better than they really were. This came in handy when it came to dating Dominic.

      Dominic. Rosa’s stomach fluttered with excitement.

      “Are you sure you want to wear the boa constrictor undergarment?” Lisa asked. “I hate them.”

      “Pepper said I had too many lumps without them.”

      Lisa lay back against the headboard and hugged a throw pillow. “Pepper shouldn’t say that kind of thing out loud.”

      “I’d rather know the truth. Especially if I’m going out with Dominic. He’s a man who should have a woman without lumps, don’t you think? I mean, he’s used to all the fancy people.” Fancy, rich women who had all their lumps sucked out with a wand by plastic surgeons. She and Ria had seen one done on the reality show about plastic surgeons. Rosa had decided she would keep her lumps, thank you very much.

      “Uncle Dominic’s crazy about you,” Lisa said. “Plus, it’s not like he doesn’t have a few lumps of his own.”

      Rosa smiled, thinking of the slight roundness of his tummy. He was a big man, wide-shouldered and thick. She loved the way he felt against her when they danced. Dominic made her knees wobble like a smitten teenager.

      “Plus, isn’t that squishy garment thing hard to get out of?” A mischievous grin spread over Lisa’s face. “What if you two end up back here for a little under-the-mistletoe time?”

      Heat flooded her cheeks. “Lisa Perry Soto.”

      “Are you getting tired of this long-distance thing?” Lisa played with the pillow, turning it around and around in her lap. “What kind of boyfriend only visits once a month? I think he needs to take this to the next level and move out here.”

      “He can’t.” How she wished he would move to Cliffside Bay. Not that she would ever ask him or admit to him how much she wanted him here. She’d promised herself never to be needy around him like she had her first husband. She’d made that man her whole life. When he left, the devastation had nearly killed her. If it hadn’t been for her son, she might have given up right then and there. “He has a very important job.”

      “I thought he was going to retire?” Lisa asked.

      “He wanted to, but they needed him. Something about stock prices.”

      “Money’s such a hinderance sometimes,” Lisa said.

      “We’re friends, that’s all.” Well, friends who kissed. A lot. Oh, she loved kissing him. He never asked to take it to the next level. He respected her religious beliefs. Sometimes she wondered how strong she would be if he ever did push.

      “Where does he stay when comes here?” Lisa asked.

      “The other room. On the couch.”

      “That’s kind of harsh,” Lisa said. “The poor guy.”

      For a year, he’d flown out to see her every last Friday of the month and stayed the weekend. She knew she should be happy with whatever time they had together. However, the more time they spent together, the harder she fell. When he left, she was sad for days.

      “He needs to marry you, that’s what I think.” Lisa pursed her rosebud mouth into a disapproving pout. “Especially if he’s ever going to get you in here.” She patted the bed.

      “Lisa Perry Soto, get your mind out of the gutter.” Rosa giggled and blushed.

      “But you want to, don’t you?” Lisa’s sapphire-blue eyes were fixed on her.

      “That’s none of your concern.” The way his hand had drifted to her thigh the last time they’d been together had made it quite clear how much she’d like to give in to her desires. Her thoughts had not been pure, that was for certain. Now, a sudden blast of heat coursed through her at the thought of what she’d like him to do to her. She’d thought she was done with hot flashes until she met Dominic. Being next to him was like an endless hot flash. She wanted him. Desperately. Which was ridiculous at her age. She hadn’t thought her lady parts had the capacity to come to life this way. Other than Hugh Jackman—who was taken by a very lovely woman—she hadn’t even found a man attractive. However, Dominic was—as the kids said—smoking hot.

      “Just because a person wants something doesn’t mean one should do it,” Rosa said. “I have Jesus to answer to, you know.”

      Since her husband had left her thirty-five years ago, no man had been allowed inside her bed or her. She’d devoted herself only to Rafael and Jesus. It had always been easy. Until she met Dominic. Suddenly she was filled with longing and lust.

      “Would it be so wrong?” Lisa asked. “I mean, it’s not like you’re a teenager.”

      “I cannot give in to these temptations of the flesh.” Rosa spoke more firmly than she felt, then crossed herself.

      “Unless you were married, right?” Lisa asked.

      “That is correct.” She went to the dresser and applied a vibrant red lipstick. He would never want to marry someone like her. Men like him hired women like her to clean their houses, not become their wives.

      “Dominic could have any woman in the world as his wife,” Rosa said. “I’m not what he’s looking for.”

      “I don’t think Uncle Dominic would fly across the country once a month if he weren’t in love with you. He’s not the type of man to care about anything like social status or money.”

      “What do I have to offer him?”

      “You offer you, which is the best thing he could ever ask for.” Lisa tossed the pillow aside and drew her knees to her chest.

      Rosa walked over to the closet to fetch her dress. “Even if he did want to get married to me, he can’t leave his job. I don’t want to leave Cliffside Bay.”

      “What did he tell you about tonight?” Lisa asked, appearing as if she hadn’t heard a word Rosa had just said. “Exactly.”

      “We’ve gone over this. He asked me to wear something fancy and said that he was taking me to the resort restaurant for dinner.” She frowned at her daughter-in-law’s excited expression. “What’s gotten into you tonight? So many questions.”

      “What if he asks you tonight?” Lisa clapped her hands together. “I think he’s going to.”

      “Don’t be silly.” Dominic had said he had something big to tell her and to prepare herself for a night out on the town. A night out in Cliffside Bay meant dinner at one of two places since The Oar had been destroyed in a fire. Now there were only Dog’s Brewery and the fancy place at the resort. She preferred the casual atmosphere of Dog’s Brewery, where she could wear her comfortable jeans and tennis shoes.

      She stepped into her dress and asked if Lisa would zip her up.

      Lisa hopped from the bed and stood behind her, then pulled up the zipper.

      “Your hands are freezing,” Rosa said.

      “Sorry.” Lisa finished clasping the top of the dress and gently pushed Rosa toward the full-length mirror. “You look spectacular.”

      “I do love having a reason to wear this dress.” A few months back, Lisa had come home from a photo shoot with several items for Rosa, including this dress. She didn’t want to know how much it cost at the retail store. There was something about the drape of this crepe fabric that made her feel better than she’d ever felt in her life. Not that there was much competition. Her former life as Rosa the Lunch Lady had been rewarding but not exactly glamorous. Plopping heaps of macaroni and cheese onto children’s lunch plates was more suited to a T-shirt and apron than this fabulous dress.

      Rosa looked around her cozy bedroom. The scent of the gingerbread cookies they’d made earlier drifted in from the other end of the apartment.

      “Sometimes I pinch myself that I live here,” Rosa said. “I can’t give it up. Not with you and Rafael here. Soon there will be babies.”

      Lisa laughed. “Not anytime too soon.”

      When Rafael had proposed the idea of moving to Cliffside Bay, she’d resisted. However, her son could be very persuasive when he turned on the guilt. She had no idea where he’d learned that behavior.

      Lisa instructed her to put on her sandals. Reluctantly, she pushed her feet into them.

      The doorbell rang. “That’s him,” Rosa said as her stomach flipped over.

      “You stay here. Make an entrance.”

      She shook her head, laughing. “At my age, it’s hardly an entrance.”
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      Jubie

      

      Jubie Shaw fidgeted from the second pew of the Cliffside Bay Community Church. Her mom had made her wear a wool sweater under her angel costume and it itched. They’d already done their part in the story of Jesus’s birth, and now Pastor Jim was going on and on about the true meaning of Christmas.

      She rested her cheek against her dad’s arm and sighed. This was taking forever. She wanted to get to the singing-in-the-park part of the evening. Dad kissed the top of her head and whispered, “Just a while longer.”

      Dad always understood everything her mind was thinking without her even having to say words. Jubie plucked a few strands of cat fur from the arm of his suit jacket. Dad loved Christmas, even the dressing-up part.

      Jubie liked the singing part of Christmas best. Ever since her aunt Maggie had discovered Jubie’s singing talent, she’d been giving her vocal lessons. They’d started piano lessons last summer, and now Jubie was hooked on that too. All she wanted to do was sing and play the piano like her aunt Maggie.

      Aunt Maggie had recorded a few Christmas songs and one of them was playing on the radio quite a bit. It was called “A Dog’s Christmas,” but as far as Jubie could tell, it had nothing to do with actual dogs.

      Her baby brother, Sebastian, squirmed on Mama’s lap. He was two now and always in trouble. Mama said he only had two speeds: high speed and off. He was a small tank, always running and smashing things together, but the minute it was time for bed, he’d just fall right down where he was playing and go to sleep. Mama often said, “Thank goodness for the off switch on this boy.”

      “I want cookie,” Sebastian said in his outside voice.

      Mama shushed him.

      “Where’s Santa?” Sebastian asked in the same loud tone.

      Jubie shook her head at him and put her finger to her lips. “Mama said you can have a cookie if you’re good,” she whispered.

      “I want Santa,” Sebastian shouted.

      “Sebbie, hush,” Mama said.

      “Me hungry,” Sebastian said and clutched his stomach with two chubby hands.

      Violet and Kyle and their four kids were in the pew in front of them. Violet glanced back at them and smiled.

      “Sorry,” Mama whispered to her.

      “Does he want some raisins?” Violet whispered back.

      “Raisins, yes!” Sebastian bounced on Mama’s lap, suddenly cheered and possibly louder.

      Violet handed Sebastian a red carton of raisins and turned back to the front. The four Hicks kids were sitting between Violet and Kyle. Dakota, the oldest, was in the middle, with the twins on one side and Mollie Blue on the other. Mollie was always quiet, Jubie had noticed. When Jubie looked after her, she preferred to sit in a quiet corner and look at books. The twins, Hope and Chance, were like her brother. All they wanted to do was run around and around like wild animals. They could destroy a playroom in less than five minutes. Jubie absolutely did not allow them in her room when they came over to play. Especially now that she was a serious musician like her aunt Maggie. Jubie had no time for childish games. She had to focus on her music.

      Jubie had asked Santa for a piano. Although she knew Santa was really her parents, she played along for their sake. If they knew that she knew, they might be heartbroken. Especially her dad. He was the sentimental type. Just this afternoon, he’d welled up when she sang her solo for him.

      He’d said not to get her hopes up because there wasn’t really a place for a piano in their house, and anyway, she could always go to Maggie’s to practice. Aunt Maggie had an entire music room with a grand piano. It was the coolest room ever.

      Plus, there was no way she was ruining Christmas for Sebbie, who obviously still believed in Santa. The kid was kind of a pill most of the time, but she loved him anyway. He couldn’t help it if he worshiped the ground she walked on, which meant he followed her everywhere. She was like a superhero to the little booger. He was adorable and so excited about Santa coming. He’d asked for trucks, like usual. The kid had no imagination.

      She nestled closer to Dad and tried not to wriggle. Everything was too exciting. She and the other angel carolers were going out after this to sing around town. Tonight was extra special because they were going to sing in the park in front of the big tree while Mama Soto got proposed to. Jubie had never seen a proposal, but she knew it would be romantic, like a princess in a Disney movie. Best of all, she had a solo part in “O Holy Night.” Dad had told her that was Mama Soto’s favorite Christmas song. When Dominic proposed to Mama Soto, he wanted Jubie to sing her solo as he was taking the ring out of the box.

      She knew for a fact that Mama Soto loved her singing because she’d told her so after her solo last month right here at church.

      Jubie sighed, wriggled, and then asked God if he might nudge Pastor Jim along some. She had a proposal to get to.
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      Rosa

      

      When Rosa entered the living room, Dominic was sitting with Rafael on the couch, their heads bent as if they were discussing something important. Lisa was by the Christmas tree, with her nose practically pressed against the glass window that faced the street. Was she looking for something?

      Rafael noticed her first and leapt to his feet. “Mama, there you are.” His expression looked guilty, like the time he’d taken the money out of the cookie jar to buy candy but felt remorseful and put it back, then confessed.

      Dominic rose from the couch and turned to look at her.

      “You’re stunning.” He held out his hands as she went to him, then lifted her cheek for a kiss.

      He brushed her skin with his lips. They felt velvety and dry against her warm cheeks.

      Rafael stepped forward with her dress coat. “Mama, wear this. It’s cold outside.”

      “May I help her?” Dominic asked Rafael.

      Rafael nodded and handed Dominic her coat. “I suppose that’s how it should be from now on.”

      She wrinkled her forehead, curious what he meant, but didn’t ask, too enthralled with Dominic’s spicy scent. How a man could smell that good after travelling across the country made no sense. But that’s the way he was. Larger-than-life. Better smelling too.

      He stepped behind her and she slipped her arms into the warm wool coat.

      “Will you kids be here when we get back?” Rosa asked Rafael.

      “No, we’re headed home,” Rafael said. “We just wanted to say hello to Dominic.”

      They said goodbye to the kids and walked out into the chilly evening. The street sparkled with frost. White lights twinkled from the branches of oaks that lined the street. Storefronts sparkled with decorations. Colored lights glowed like tiny bridges over Main Street.

      She glanced at the empty lot where the town’s hub had once stood. They’d cleared the debris from The Oar’s fire. Now it was just an empty, dark space. Next year, it would be resurrected. Like her heart did because of Dominic, The Oar would beat once more with life.

      “The lights are even prettier than I remembered,” Dominic said.

      “The whole thing took days to do,” she said. “I watched from my window.”

      “Do you mind a short walk before dinner?” Dominic asked. “I’d like to kiss you in front of the big tree like I did last year.”

      She laughed and took his outstretched hand. “If you’d like to, sure.”

      They walked past the bookstore, open tonight for holiday shopping. Inside, people bustled around shopping for books. She peered through the windows, looking for Mary, but didn’t see her. Now that they had two little ones, she wasn’t in the shop as much as she once had been. No one could blame her, but the regular customers missed her book advice. She always knew just the right one to suggest.

      The night was cold and damp. A close cloud cover promised rain. She didn’t mind though. Not with all the lights. January would be hard. Especially without Dominic.

      The tree in the park shimmered hello as they walked down the stone path to stand in front of her. Rosa had come to think of the tree as an old friend. They shared a secret, after all. She’d been kissed by Dominic right in front of her.

      “Do you know what today is?” Dominic asked.

      “Three days before Christmas?”

      “I met you for the first time a year ago today. Do you remember?”

      “How could I forget?” She could recall in a second the beautiful house in Colorado where she’d first set eyes on him. The logs in the fireplace had glowed so happily as they’d sat on the couch and talked. She’d learned of his late wife and how hard it had been for him to move forward without her. He’d touched her heart that night.

      He gestured toward a bench. “Let’s sit. I want to talk to you.”

      Her heart thudded with a horrible thought. What if he was going to tell her goodbye? Maybe visiting her was too much of an inconvenience? Had he met someone else? He was a gentleman. If that was the case, he’d want to tell her in person.

      On numb legs, she allowed him to guide her over to the bench. He wiped the seat, but there was nothing there other than a sheen from the damp air. She sat and clasped her hands together and waited for the blow. She still had Rafael and Lisa and all the other young people. And Ria, of course. There was more to life than romantic love. She was rich with love and friendship. She would be brave. Take it well. Not make a fuss.

      All that bravado and still her chest ached so badly she found it hard to breathe.

      “Rosa, are you all right?” His brown eyes, always so kind, studied her with obvious concern. “Are you in pain?”

      “I’m fine.” Her words were stiff and cold, like the night. Brave. Be brave. “Just get it over with.”

      “Get it over with? Do you know what I’m going to say?” His eyebrows rose.

      “You’re right to break it off. Long-distance is too hard. And you don’t want to get married. I won’t do what most women would do and sleep with you. After all these years alone, I want someone who can be in my life all the time, not just when he can fit me in between meetings. I didn’t know that until I fell in love with you. We’re not suited, anyway. You need a doctor or lawyer or someone sophisticated, not me. So, really, it’s for the best.” Her eyes had filled somewhere in the middle of that speech and now her cheeks were wet. Lisa had gone to so much effort to make her presentable and she was wrecking it all.

      “Can we back up a minute?” he asked softly. “Are you in love with me?”

      What was it with her big mouth? Why had she told him that? She nodded.

      He touched her hands, then lifted her chin so that she was forced to look at him. “Rosa, I’m in love with you too. I have no intention of breaking it off.”

      “You don’t?” What was he saying? Why was he reaching inside his jacket?

      “No, I didn’t come here to break up with you. I want you to marry me. I quit my job. I’m done, Rosa. I want to be here with you. I want the rest of my life to be about family.”

      Too stunned to speak, she stared at him, trying to understand what he was saying.

      “I’ve respected your wishes about marriage and sex, Rosa. I understand what it means to you. I wouldn’t want you to ever compromise your beliefs for me. A woman like you is too special to be played around with. You’re the type of woman a man wants to marry.”

      “I am?”

      “Yes. Of course you are. Why do you think I’ve been so careful with you? I didn’t want to do anything stupid and risk losing you. I’ve known that, to have you, I was the one who had to make changes, not you. I’m going to make them all. I’ve sold my house. I’ll buy you one here if you want or we can live in your apartment. We can travel if you want or not. Whatever you want is what I want.”

      “But why me? I’m nothing special.”

      “You’re special to me.” He wiped her cheeks. “You’re everything to me.”

      “I can’t believe this.” Rosa came out of her trance to realize that the park was filling with people, all carrying candles with electric tips. They started singing “Silent Night.”

      “Look over there,” Dominic said.

      She looked in the direction of his pointed finger. Men were carrying a wooden platform into the park. Her boys, to be more exact. Rafael and the rest of the Wolves: Stone, Trey, David, and Nico. Maggie and Lisa appeared with a speaker and microphone. Pepper turned on a portable light and directed it onto the makeshift stage. Autumn and Sara had their arms linked as they watched from the sidelines.

      “What’s happening?” she whispered.

      “Just wait and see,” he said.

      “The whole town’s here.”

      “They are,” Dominic said.

      Zane and Honor, who held Sebastian, approached the podium. Sophie was there, too, with her bright smile and bouncing on her toes. She spotted Kyle and Violet and their brood next to them. Lance and Mary, each holding one baby, passed her, both smiling. Jackson had his daughter, Lily, on his shoulders. The older folks were huddled together: Doc and Janet, Flora and Dax, and Ria and Warren Perry, looking chummy. Brody and Kara, with their toddler and baby, were there as well.

      Everyone was singing.

      Everyone but Rosa, who was too shocked to do anything but stare.

      The crowd parted as the last notes of “Silent Night” rang out into the night. A single row of children dressed in angel costumes filed into the park and took their places on the platform. Their tinsel halos rustled in the slight breeze. When they were all assembled on the stage, Maggie stepped forward. She nodded at the children and began to strum her guitar. The children’s pure, clear voices rang out the opening notes of “O Holy Night.”

      “My favorite,” Rosa whispered.

      After the first verse, the other children went quiet and Jubie Shaw stepped forward. No one moved as she sang the second verse of the song in perfect pitch. Rosa’s eyes flooded with tears at the beauty of the child’s voice and lovely, lovely little face that radiated pure joy.

      Dominic fell to one knee. He had a box in his hand. When he opened it, the diamond sparkled in the light. She was aware that everyone had turned to them. Jubie continued singing.

      “What’s this?” she whispered.

      “Rosa Soto, will you do me the great honor of being my wife?” He took the ring from the box and presented it to her.

      As the rest of the choir joined Jubie in the chorus, Rosa said, “Yes.” She held out her hand and he placed a round solitaire diamond on her finger.

      He leaned closer and kissed her, right there in front of all the people.

      The crowd cheered.

      “Are we marrying tonight?” she asked. “Is that what the podium’s for?”

      “No, that’s for something else,” he said, looking momentarily confused. “I thought you’d prefer to plan your own wedding.”

      Suddenly, she remembered her son. Would he approve? She turned toward the stage and found him. He placed his hand over his heart and gave her a simple nod.

      “I made sure to get his blessing,” Dominic said.

      “Oh, thank you. Thank you for that. And this.” She gestured toward the stage just as Jubie came running toward her. Rosa held out her arms as Jubie fell into them. “Thank you, angel, for singing for me.”

      Jubie looked into her eyes. “I never saw a proposal before. That was awesome.” Around them, the crowd had started to mingle, talking and laughing.

      “Promise me you’ll wait for a man who’ll treat you like this,” Rosa said.

      “I will.” She nodded with great seriousness before turning to Dominic. “Mama Soto is very special to us.”

      “I understand completely,” he said.

      A man’s voice came from the speakers. “Excuse me, folks.” The crowd quieted. Brody Mullen was at the podium. When he spoke, people listened. “Before we hear some more beautiful music from our children’s choir, we have something special to announce. I’d like to ask Doc Waller to come up and do the honors.”

      Doc emerged from the clump of folks he’d been standing with and went to the microphone. “Thanks, Brody. I appreciate it.” He scanned the crowd before continuing. “I’d like to invite the Shaw family along with Sophie Woods to the stage.”

      Zane, who now held Sebastian in his arms, looked down at his wife. “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t know.” She returned his gaze, looking as confused as he, but taking his hand nonetheless and walking up to where Doc stood. Sophie, who’d been entwined with Nico, disentangled herself from his arms to stand next to her brother. Jubie snuggled close to her mother.

      Doc spoke into the microphone, his voice thick with emotion. “Zane and Sophie, the whole town mourned with you when you lost the restaurant, but not as much as we did when we lost Hugh. For those of you who don’t know, Hugh Shaw was the type of man who did everything behind the scenes to make this town special. There was never a person he turned away from his restaurant if they were hungry, whether they could pay or not. He made sure no child ever went without something special under their tree. Hugh worked long hours for little money, but I never once heard him complain. He never took a vacation. Every dime he made went to Zane’s college fund as well as back into this community. Even after I diagnosed him with dementia and he knew his cognizant days were numbered, he made sure to hand the Christmas toy drive over to someone. He was the heart of this town, not his restaurant. The Oar was simply the place we went to gain nourishment for both stomach and our souls. When he left us, too soon, like my wife, Lily, and Mae Keene, this town was never the same. But there are seasons to this life. My generation had our time. We worked hard and loved and lost but always together, with the idea that as a team we could make a wonderful community for our children. Hugh, especially, was the embodiment of that spirit. To him, every child of this town was ours. He would certainly have not gone down without a fight if the bar had burned during his lifetime. He would have rebuilt it, better than it was. Because that’s how he was. Nothing kept him down for long. So, it’s with great pleasure that I announce the official renaming of Main Street to Hugh Shaw Street.” Brody came forward with a green street sign. He held it up for everyone to see before presenting it to Sophie.

      “What. How… I mean, oh, my gosh.” Honor’s face crumpled into tears. “How did you all keep this from us?”

      “That part was hard,” Doc said, grinning. “But we wanted it to be a surprise for you.”

      Sophie squeezed the sign against her chest. “This is wonderful. He would be proud.”

      Zane was openly weeping, as was Honor. Sebastian touched his father’s face with his hands. “Don’t cry, Daddy.”

      “They’re happy tears, Sebbie.” Zane kissed the boy’s hands before turning to Doc, then the crowd. “I can’t thank you enough. This means the world to us. I just wish he was here to see it.”

      “He’d have been totally embarrassed,” Honor said.

      “But secretly loved it,” Zane said. “Thank you, everyone.”

      The crowd cheered once more. When the roar died down, Doc spoke into the microphone. “Because we can’t go back to The Oar to celebrate, we’ve gotten special permission from the city council to close the street for a few hours and have a party.

      “Aren’t you the city council?” Lance shouted from the crowd.

      “Semantics, young man,” Doc said. “We have beverages and food, all courtesy of Brody and Kara Mullen.”

      More cheers.

      “And now, we’d like to turn this back to our angel choir for a few more songs, after which our very own Maggie Keene will perform songs from her new Christmas album.”

      The angels started to sing, this time “The First Noel.”

      Rosa turned to Dominic and held her hand up to show him the ring. “I didn’t think I was capable of being surprised,” she said. “But you sure did.”

      “I can’t believe you thought I was going to break it off,” Dominic said. “I’m smarter than that, I can assure you.” He leaned closer to kiss her. This time she kissed him back, no longer worried who saw.

      When they parted, she placed both her hands on his cheeks. “Let’s get married tonight.”

      “Tonight?” he asked.

      “We’re not getting any younger. Let’s do it.”

      “Don’t you want a wedding?”

      “I think we’ve already got one,” she said. “There’s food, drinks, and lots of people. We even have Maggie to play music for us. I’ve always thought ‘The Way You Look Tonight’ would be a great song to walk down the aisle to.”

      “I love that song,” he said. “But who will marry us?”

      “Pastor Jim’s standing right over there.” She pointed to Pastor Jim and his wife, who were pouring the choir mugs of hot cider.

      “We need a license,” Dominic said.

      “We’ll get that tomorrow,” Rosa said. “This will just be the ceremonial part. We can go to city hall and get the paperwork done later.”

      “I won’t have time to plan the honeymoon.”

      “We can do that anytime. What I want more than anything is for you to be in Cliffside Bay. You can move into my apartment and we’ll go from there.” She smiled. “I have always wanted to go on a cruise.”

      “I’ll take you anywhere in the world you want to go.” He clasped her hands and pulled her close. “Rosa, you never cease to amaze me. This isn’t what I thought you’d want, but taking you home tonight as my wife sounds like the best plan I’ve ever heard.”

      She whispered in his ear. “I know what you’re thinking, Mr. Perry, and I couldn’t agree more.”
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      She held Dominic’s hand and planted her most reassuring smile on her face. Rafael, Ria, and Lisa were looking at her as if she’d just suggested they all test their superpowers by jumping off the roof of the grocery store.

      “You want to do what?” Rafael asked. Her son looked like he did when she’d left him at kindergarten, wide-eyed and worried. Even as a child, he’d always been so cautious and skeptical. Except when it had come to Lisa. He’d jumped into his marriage without a care in the world. She would remind him of that if she had to. This marriage was happening tonight. Afterward she was taking the delicious man home with her.

      Ria clamped her hands over her bony hips and shook her head. “Did I hear you right?”

      “You heard me right. We want to get married tonight,” Rosa said.

      “But don’t you want it in the church?” Lisa’s cheeks were pink from the cold and perhaps the excitement. She rubbed her gloved hands together.

      Rosa laughed and patted her daughter-in-law’s shoulder. “Don’t look so scandalized.”

      “Is this what you want?” Rafael asked Dominic. “Because Mama can be bossy sometimes.”

      “I want what she wants,” Dominic said.

      “Smart man.” Ria held out her hand. “Welcome to the family.”

      “Let’s get this wedding planned, then,” Lisa said.

      “I’d like Ria to be my maid of honor,” Rosa said as she looked over at Ria. “Will you?”

      “It has to be me,” Ria said.

      “I’ll find Pepper and Maggie,” Lisa said. “Do you have a song you want?”

      “‘The Way You Look Tonight,’” Dominic said so quickly that everyone laughed.

      “I’d like Jubie to be my flower girl,” Rosa said. “But wait, we don’t have a ring for Dominic.”

      Rafael tugged his wedding ring off and handed it to Rosa. “Use this one for tonight.”

      Dominic pulled Rafael into a hug. “Thanks. I’ll take good care of it.”

      “I know you will,” Rafael said. “And I know you’ll take good care of my mama.”

      “You have my word.” The men shook hands as the choir began to sing “Jingle Bells.”
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      Thirty minutes later, Rosa and Ria sat together in front of the fireplace in Rosa’s apartment. Shouts, laughter, and the bass of the live band playing in the park penetrated the glass windows.

      “I wish you had a white dress.” Ria’s voice sounded wistful and so lonely that Rosa was jolted out of her selfish glow of joy to realize her friend might be hurting. They’d assumed they would continue toward old age together, as best friends and neighbors. Now, Rosa had changed the plan.

      Ria wasn’t the type to welcome anyone’s sympathies, so Rosa kept it light when she answered. “I had one at my first wedding and look how that turned out.”

      “This time is different.” Ria reached into her handbag. “I have a something borrowed and a something blue.” She placed a piece of delicate white lace on the couch cushion between them. “This is from my mother’s wedding dress. We can tuck it into your bra for good luck.”

      “I’ll hold it in my hand,” Rosa said. “Proudly.”

      “And there’s this. It’s your Christmas present, a little early. Fortuitous, I suppose.” She handed Rosa a small, thin box.

      Rosa lifted the lid. A gold bracelet with three blue gemstones rested in a layer of cotton. “My something blue. Thank you, my friend.” She held out her left wrist. “Will you help me put it on?”

      Ria tugged it from the box and fastened it around Rosa’s wrist.

      “We’ve secured a lot of jewelry and zipped up a lot of dresses for each other over the years,” Ria said.

      “We’ll always be best friends,” Rosa said. “Even if we don’t live next door.” She ran her finger over the gemstones. “What made you think of this?”

      “I had a feeling you might need a something blue.” Risa glanced toward the fire, tears in her eyes.  “I wanted to be the one who gave it to you.”

      “I thought he was going to break it off,” Rosa said. “I didn’t think he would want the lunch lady for his wife.”

      Ria smiled and shook her head. “You’re such a dummy sometimes.”

      “This time I’m glad I was wrong.”

      “Don’t you ever let any of the people in his world make you feel bad,” Ria said. “No one is better than you.”

      “I’ll remember that, yes.”

      “We’ll still watch our shows together sometimes, right?” Ria’s gaze had moved to the Christmas tree.

      “Yes, we’ll still watch our shows together.” She tried to sound confident but instead her voice broke. “I’m scared to death.”

      Ria smiled as she turned back to look at Rosa. “You should be. Do you know how long it’s been since you had sex?”

      Rosa gasped, then burst into laughter. “Ria, you’re terrible.”

      Ria sobered and turned to face the fire. “We’ve been friends for thirty-four years. I’ve never told you about my son’s father.”

      Rosa held her breath, waiting. Ria was correct. She’d never once shared any details about the man who’d fathered her son. Rosa had always assumed it was a short affair with a man who ran away fast the moment he learned of her pregnancy.

      “He was married,” Ria said. “And much older than me. I met him at work. We had a short but passionate affair. Then, he got a job in another city and left. I never saw him again.” She laced her fingers together on her lap. “Unlike you, I’m not a saint.”

      “I’m not one either,” Rosa said. “You of all people know that only too well.”

      “I was happy to have my boy, even without a husband. Even though my family was ashamed of me, I didn’t care, because I had my beautiful son.” Ria turned her black-coffee-colored eyes back to Rosa. “After I lost Paulo…you did something I can never repay you for.” Tears gathered at the corners of her eyes. She crossed her arms over her skinny middle and drew her lips into a thin line.

      Rosa stared at her friend. Ria was not one to cry. “What did I do?”

      “You never stopped mentioning him. You never erased him, thinking that would help me.”

      “I loved him too.” Rosa’s throat ached as an image of Paulo and Rafael as little boys playing catch on the sidewalk in front of their apartment building came to her.

      “He would be happy today,” Ria said. “To see his Mama Soto so pretty and happy.”

      “We’ve been blessed by our friendship,” Rosa said as she patted Ria’s hand.

      “Yes, we have.”

      They were quiet for a moment, both staring into the fire.

      “How come you never told me about his father?” Rosa asked.

      “I was ashamed,” Ria said. “You were always perfect. And me, well, not so much. I’ve had boyfriends here or there over the years, you know.”

      “I know.” Rosa tapped her friend’s knee. “I did live right next door to you.”

      Ria smiled. “I never found anyone worthy of introducing him to Paulo, so I kept it casual. Since my boy’s death, I stopped caring about romance.”

      “But you’ve changed your mind lately, haven’t you?” Rosa asked. “Warren Perry? Do you like him?”

      Ria straightened her back. “A little, yes. There’s something gentle about him. I feel like I’m wrapped in a warm blanket when he’s around.” A stifled laugh rumbled in her chest. “Isn’t that silly?”

      “Not at all. Why haven’t you done anything about it?”

      “I thought it was too soon after his divorce. It’s been a year now. Do you think that’s long enough?” Ria asked.

      “I’m not sure I’m a good person to ask. I’d been divorced thirty-five years before finally being kissed.” What a kiss it was. A kiss that had started the beginning of a new life. Looking back, she could see that was the moment it all began.

      A knock sounded on the door, followed by Lisa’s voice calling out to them.

      “Yes, come in.” Rosa rose from the couch.

      Jubie bounded in, her cheeks the color of raspberries and her brown eyes round with excitement. “Is it true? Do I get to be your flower girl?”

      “It’s true,” Rosa said as she knelt to draw the young one into her arms.

      “And I can wear my angel outfit?”

      Rosa straightened and looked down at her small friend while adjusting the tinsel halo to fit more evenly in the middle of Jubie’s head. “Yes. Did you know I thought it was real angels singing last New Year’s Eve and it turned out to be you?”

      Jubie’s hands covered her mouth for a second before she laughed. “That’s funny, Mama Soto.”

      “Do you know what you’re supposed to do?” Lisa asked. “Or should we go over it again?”

      Jubie shook her head. “No, I can remember. Just walk down the aisle toward Dominic and Pastor Jim.”

      Another knock on the door, followed by Pepper. “Hey, can I come in?”

      “Yes, yes,” Ria said. “What do you have there?”

      Pepper held a garment bag against her chest. “I have something I think you should look at before the ceremony.” She charged over to the couch and thrust the garment bag over the ottoman, then unzipped it. Seconds later, she pulled out an off-white gown. Cut simply in taffeta, the dress had a swirl of fabric around the middle with a mermaid-style skirt and long sleeves.

      “Where did you get that?” Lisa asked.

      “It was a circuitous route,” Pepper said with an impish grin. “I’m not sure I should confess the exact details, other than to say, I may or may not have stolen it off a movie set.”

      “Mama Soto can’t get married in stolen goods,” Lisa said.

      Jubie bounced around the room like a rubber ball. “But it’s so pretty. She has to wear it.”

      “Why on earth would you steal a dress?” Lisa asked.

      “It was that awful horror flick I did. They had six of these and the actress did the take in two, so the dresses were just hanging there, and I thought, why not? It might come in handy one day. Like, if my mom and Dack ever had a second wedding. So I slipped one in my bag and made a run for it.”

      “Oh, my God,” Lisa said.

      Pepper shrugged. “It’s not a big deal. No one missed it. And look at this dress. I mean, it’s gorgeous.”

      “You’re a criminal,” Lisa said. “With stolen goods.”

      Pepper placed her hands on her hips and tossed her head. “The point is, the actress, who played my mother—by the way—was just about Mama Soto’s size. Which, if you ask me, is divine intervention. Am I right, Mama Soto? Can I get a hallelujah?”

      Rosa crossed herself. “Hallelujah.”

      “Try it on,” Jubie shouted. “Please, Mama Soto.”

      “It does seem a shame to waste it,” Ria said. “Even if its route here was without conventional scruples.”

      “I didn’t have a wedding gown, remember?” Pepper asked with a slight pout. “And I want Mama Soto to have one.”

      “Way to pull out the sympathy card,” Lisa said.

      Pepper’s small face broke into another grin. “Try it on, at least. Maybe it won’t fit and you can wear the cocktail dress you have on, which is gorgeous.” She clapped her hands together. “I almost forgot. I brought my veil and the tiara in case you wanted to borrow those.”

      “It wouldn’t hurt to try it on, I suppose,” Rosa said. “I might like to wear it if it fit.” Her mouth was practically watering with lust for that dress. She said a silent prayer that it would fit.

      Pepper hustled them all into the bedroom and Rosa was man-handled out of her dress and into the gown.

      “Fortunately, you already have the body shaper on,” Pepper says. “Saves time.”

      “I’m already not breathing, so yes, why not?” Rosa asked as Pepper fastened the back.

      Rosa turned to look at herself in the full-length mirror. The gown fit like it was made for her.

      “See, what did I tell you?” Pepper asked. “I have a great eye after working all those retail jobs. I knew it was the right size.”

      “How in the world does it fit that well?” Lisa asked.

      “A Christmas miracle,” Ria said as her hands came together as if in prayer.

      “Do you like it, Mama Soto?” Lisa asked.

      Rosa stared at herself in the mirror. She looked like a movie star—like Pepper or Lisa on the red carpet.

      “She loves it,” Pepper said. “Look at her.”

      Lisa frowned. “As long as it’s what you want. This isn’t Pepper’s day.”

      “Jealousy makes you mean, Lisa Perry,” Pepper said. “You just wish you’d found the dress.”

      “Girls, stop arguing,” Ria said. “She likes the dress, don’t you, Rosa?”

      “I can’t stop looking at myself, so I guess that means yes,” Rosa said.

      Jubie had not stopped bouncing. “You look like the queen, Mama Soto.”

      “A beautiful queen,” Lisa said.

      “What about Ria?” Pepper asked. “Do you have anything to wear?”

      “I have the dress I wore to Lisa and Rafael’s wedding,” Ria said. “It’s dark blue and long.”

      “I remember,” Lisa said. “It’ll definitely work. Can you put it on?”

      “Yes, yes. I’ll be right back,” Ria said.

      The moment Ria was out the door, Pepper started barking orders. “Mama Soto, sit down. Lisa will touch up your makeup while I fasten the veil and tiara. We don’t have much time.”

      Rosa sat primly on the hardback chair in front of the mirror. For the next few minutes, the girls bustled around, fetching brushes and powders and lipsticks, until she was deemed perfect. Ria returned and the girls did a quick makeover on her as well. They left Ria’s chin-length salt-and-pepper hair alone but brightened her makeup.

      “Can I have blush and lipstick?” Jubie asked.

      “You, my love, don’t need any,” Rosa said. “You already have the bloom of youth.”

      “I’m like a flower,” Jubie said, beaming.

      “That’s right,” Rosa said.

      They all stood next to Rosa as she took one more look at herself in the mirror. With the veil and tiara, she truly looked like a bride. In the dim light, she appeared younger too. This was good when you were a fifty-eight-year-old bride.

      “I love this,” Rosa said, trying not to cry. “It’s a dream come true.”

      Little Jubie was perfect in her white angel costume. Ria was smashing with her tall, slender figure in the fitted blue gown. For a moment, she panicked. What was Dominic wearing? A suit. That’s right. A dark blue suit and red tie. His proposal suit. They would match just fine.

      As they walked out to the living room to head to the park, there was a knock on the door. Jubie ran ahead and yanked it open. Warren Perry stood there, holding three red bouquets of blood-red roses with green satin ribbons wrapped around the stems.

      “Hi, ladies,” he said, ducking his chin. “I’ve been instructed by Rafael to give you these.”

      “Flowers?” Rosa asked. “How did he manage that?”

      “He said something about Clayton the flower guy,” Warren said. “You know how it is around here.”

      They all laughed as he handed them each a bouquet. Cliffside Bay was a place where miracles happened, including fresh flowers for an impromptu wedding. And a stolen wedding dress.

      Rafael appeared behind Warren. He’d changed into a suit and tie. Her chest swelled with pride at the sight of him. Her son—so handsome and strong.

      On the other hand, his mouth dropped open when he saw her. “Mama, where did you get a dress?”

      Lisa rolled her eyes. “Pepper just happened to have it lying around after stealing it from a movie set.”

      Rafael chuckled. “That’s our Pepper. Good girl.”

      “Don’t encourage her,” Lisa said.

      Pepper smiled triumphantly. “I’m quite proud of myself.”

      “I’ll hear the story later, but for now, we have to go,” Rafael said. “The whole town’s gathered in the park and getting drunker with every passing minute on Dog’s Brewery beer. Maggie and the pastor are there waiting for us.”

      Pepper led the way, with Jubie and Lisa right behind her.

      “May I escort you?” Warren asked Ria.

      Ria blushed and nodded. “If you’d like.”

      Warren took her arm and tucked it against his side. “You’re looking even lovelier than usual tonight.”

      Rafael put his hand on Rosa’s shoulder. “Wait a minute, Mama. I just want a moment alone with you.”

      “Yes, my love?”

      “Mama, I wanted to say how proud I am to be your son. All the sacrifices you made so I could have a good life—you’re my hero. You deserve everything that’s happening to you. I love you and I’m sorry I’m a guy and don’t say it enough.”

      She placed one hand on his cheek and looked into his eyes. From the first moment she held him and looked into his old soul, she’d never been the same. “None of those years felt like sacrifice. They felt like love. For you, the well was never empty. You filled me up, gave me purpose and strength. Don’t ever think I have any regrets. Being your mama is the best thing that ever happened to me.”

      “I’m glad it was you,” Rafael said as his eyes welled.

      “God knows what he’s doing.”

      “Amen. Now, are you ready to get married?”

      She drew in a deep breath and walked into the hallway. Her son closed and locked the door behind them. Together, they walked toward the park. Toward her future.
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      Jubie

      

      Today had to be the best day ever. Not only did Jubie get to sing a solo and watch a proposal—now she was walking down an aisle carrying a bouquet as a flower girl in a wedding. She’d been to a lot of weddings. It seemed like someone in this town was always getting married. Still, this one was special. One, it was in the park. Two, it was totally unexpected. Three, Aunt Maggie was singing and playing her guitar as Jubie walked between the crowds of people.

      She smiled at her parents as she passed by. Sebastian screamed her name and waved. His face was red and sticky from a candy cane. Jubie put her finger against her lips to shush him but of course it didn’t work. He shouted, “Me do it. Me do it.”

      Mama, looking stern, said something in Sebastian’s ear. He stuck his bottom lip out but finally stopped all his fussing. Jubie continued down the aisle until she reached Ria. Pastor Jim smiled at her and she smiled back at him, feeling very special. Dominic fiddled with his tie and looked a little like Sebastian had that one time he had the stomach flu. She hoped Dominic wouldn’t throw up like her brother had, especially in front of all these people.

      Jubie forgot all about that when Maggie strummed the first notes of a song. The crowd gasped when Mama Soto and Rafael came into view.

      Rafael was so tall and handsome. No wonder Jubie had had a crush on him a few years ago when she was still a kid. Mama Soto looked small next to him but she didn’t look sick or afraid. Instead, she beamed at Dominic as they made their way down the aisle. Jubie glanced up at Dominic. The color had returned to his face and he was smiling right back at Mama Soto. Disaster averted.

      When they reached them, Rafael stopped and kissed his mother’s cheek. His face was all crumply like he was trying not to cry. This was a happy day. Grown-ups were weird sometimes.

      Pastor Jim said a bunch of stuff about community and supporting the couple in marriage. Jubie tried not to fidget, but this guy was as boring at a wedding as he was in church.

      “Would either of you like to say something to the other?” Pastor Jim asked.

      Dominic and Mama Soto shook their heads like a dog trying to shake off water.

      Pastor Jim chuckled. “All right then. Dominic Perry, do you take Rosa Soto to be your lawfully wedded wife?”

      “I do.”

      “Rosa Soto, do you take Dominic Perry to be your lawfully wedded husband?”

      “I do.”

      Pastor Jim directed his gaze at the crowd. “Dominic has asked that the choir join us singing a song that has special meaning to the couple.”

      Jubie turned to see all her friends from the choir approaching from behind the podium, carrying candles. Miss Bonnie, the choir teacher, nodded at Jubie to join them.

      “We’re going to sing ‘O Holy Night’ one more time,” she whispered to Jubie.

      Jubie handed her flowers to Ria and joined her friends. Miss Bonnie raised her hand and they began to sing.

      When Jubie’s solo came, she smiled over at Mama Soto and sang with all her heart. When she was done, the rest of the choir joined her in the last verse of the song. As they sang, Jubie looked out to the crowd and spotted her parents. Sebastian had fallen asleep on Dad’s shoulder. Dad was looking up at the sky, like he expected to see someone appear. Her gaze went to Mama next. They locked eyes. Mama’s were all shiny with tears. She blew Jubie a kiss.

      The last of the notes seemed to float into the night sky. A hush came over the crowd. And then, the church bells rang out, loud and clear, one after the other. Twelve in all. Midnight. Christmas was here.

      Jubie thought of her real mother up in heaven. She hoped she could hear Jubie singing from all the way up there. I miss you, Mom. But I’m doing good. I have Dad and Mama and pesky little Sebastian, and they all love me to the moon and back. I have a bunch of aunts and uncles who come to hear me sing at church and invite me to parties. I have this whole town. And it’s the very best place of all to live. Merry Christmas, Mom. Say hi to Jesus.

      After the last bell, Pastor Jim hesitated before saying, softly, “I now pronounce you man and wife. May God bless us all.”

      The crowd cheered.

      Then, Mama Soto and Dominic kissed. Jubie felt all warm and soupy inside.

      She waited with the rest of the choir until Ria motioned for her to come back to her side. The bride and groom went first, then the rest of them filed down the aisle.

      Jubie yawned, happy but tired. The idea of her bed sounded pretty great after all the excitement. Mama came toward her, smiling wide, her pretty blond hair tucked under a cap.

      “Mama, I’m sleepy,” Jubie said.

      Mama hugged her tight. She gave the best hugs. “Let’s go home before Santa gets here.”

      They walked together down the street to where Dad was tucking Sebbie into his car seat. Jubie settled in the back seat and leaned her head back to look at all the lights as they drove down Hugh Shaw Drive and then up the hill to their house.

      I have a whole town.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Jubie opened her eyes Christmas morning to sunlight and the faint scent of cinnamon coffee cake. She threw back her covers and bounded down the stairs.

      She came to a dead halt at the bottom of the stairs. A piano! Right there in her very own living room sat a piano with a big red bow stuck to the top. It was an upright, not a baby grand like Maggie’s, but it fit into the corner of the living room perfectly. Mama had moved the bookshelf and had replaced it with the black, shiny piano.

      Dad and Mama came out of the kitchen, both with mugs of coffee. Sebastian spotted Jubie and yelled, “Sister up, sister up.”

      “Santa brought a piano,” Jubie said as she blinked to make sure it was true. “A real piano.”

      “I don’t know how he fit that thing on his sled,” Mama said.

      “It’s magic,” Dad said. “Santa can do it all.”

      She gazed up at her father and mother. Not Santa, you.

      She’d keep that to herself for now. There was plenty of time in years to come to let them know that she knew exactly who Santa was.

      “I love it,” Jubie said. “I hope Santa can see how thankful I am.”

      “He sees everything,” Dad said. “Naughty and nice.”

      The orange and white cat let out a yelp and fled past them, heading for the stairs, followed by Sebastian.

      “Speaking of naughty,” Mama said as she scooped up her brother. “Sebastian, you know you’re not supposed to chase kitty.”

      “Not me.” Sebastian shook his head and stuck his thumb in his mouth.

      “I can’t believe it but you’re going on the naughty step on Christmas,” Mama said.

      Big, fat tears spilled from Sebbie’s eyes. “No naughty step.”

      “You’re not allowed to chase the cat,” Dad said. “You know that.”

      “Or squeeze him so hard.” Mama placed him gently on the bottom step, where he spent at least two minutes every day.

      Sebastian nodded as more fat tears slid down his chubby cheeks. “Love kitty.”

      “I’ll play you a song while you sit there,” Jubie said. Her little brother couldn’t help his naughtiness.

      She opened the piano and squealed with delight at the white keys all lined up like a row of perfect teeth.

      Sebastian, resigned to his fate, settled into his spot on the step and yelled, “Song, Sissie, song.”

      “He’s going to rub a dent into that stair,” Mama said under hr breath as she returned to the piano.

      Dad picked up a book of Christmas music from the table. “I got this for today. Can you play ‘Santa Claus is Coming to Town’?”

      “I can try,” Jubie said.

      Dad turned the pages until he found the right one, then set it on the piano for her. Jubie plucked the first notes, reading the music like Maggie had taught her. From his naughty step, Sebastian sang “Row, Row, Row Your Boat,” off-key.

      She giggled. Little brothers were a pain, but she loved hers anyway.

      With her fingers hovering just above the keys, she exchanged smiles with her dad and then her mom. The house was cozy and warm. Soon, they would have a delicious breakfast and open all the wrapped packages under the tree. She’d made a Christmas ornament at school using a photograph her teacher had taken and some dry macaroni. Mama and Dad loved photos of her. She couldn’t wait to see their faces when they opened it. For Sebbie, she’d used her allowance to buy him a firetruck. He’d go wild for that truck and probably smash it into the wall and get in trouble. She let out a happy sigh and went back to learning the song.

      I have a family. I have a whole town.

      

      The End
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