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When Paul’s mother leaves him her beloved yet nearly bankrupt family farm, Paul feels duty-bound to wrap up the estate’s affairs quickly. The last thing he wants is a fresh start away from his dream job in the big city. That’s because Paul has known his whole life that he wasn't a small-town guy filled with small-town dreams. Paul was meant for the glamor of the big city. The big city is where he belongs and where he intends to be once he can get the estate's affairs in order. Delaying that process is the Christmas season. It’s a fact no one wants to go to an estate sale around the holidays. There’s nothing else he can do but wait for the season to pass.  

While he waits, he runs into someone who seems intent on delaying his return to the big city further. Payton Riley lives on the farm next door. She seems to remember Paul from high school, and Paul can't remember her at all. That is odd because she's the type a man wouldn't forget. She’s making a living brewing her own pumpkin-spice beer. It’s a unique brew that goes down smooth during the holiday season. Unexpected snowfall, church pie-baking contests, and the rather charming Payton all seem to be tempting Paul to give small-town living another chance. But honestly, it's mostly the Blonde doing the heavy tugging on Paul’s heartstrings. She has one thing, Paul discovers that he can't resist, and it's filled with its own blend of pumpkin spice.


Chapter 1

The train chugged slowly down the track. The locomotive was northbound, heading away from the big city downstate toward the more rural parts of the state. In Europe, they had those fancy high-speed rails. Paul envied the riders of those fancy modern trains. In his experience, nothing moved at high speed upstate, this train included.

He was antsy and bouncing his knee as he waited and waited for that final stop. Paul looked at his TAG Heuer watch. He'd been riding the rails for three hours now. They should have pulled into the station by now. He was sure of that fact. The words holiday travel schedule delay haunted him. Despite heading to practically nowhere, the train was full of riders. Everyone was in a rush to be somewhere else during the holidays. Everyone, but Paul. He was going upstate with them all just the same, but it was really the last place he wanted to go.

The city had everything a boy growing up in the country could dream about. The fancy clothes, the late-night plays, and the women. He had to admit he liked the city women. There was nothing like a decked-out femme fatale clutching your arm as you two headed out to a show. Paul was pretty good at landing the ladies, and he wasn’t one to chase or brag. Still, they came his way all the same. He’d not landed Miss Right, just yet, but there was always time. Yeah, in the city, things moved so fast, time had no meaning. Today wasn’t to worry about, because tomorrow brought more and more. More money, more business, more women. A man didn’t have time to think about settling down. 

He stared out the train window at the mud and bare trees. Their leaves had all fallen off months before. The lush greens of summer were long gone, but the white of winter hadn't replaced them. Instead, it was just mud from the cold rain that had fallen the day before.

“We will be arriving in Springfield Station in ten minutes,” announced the train's intercom.

Finally, they were stopping. In ten minutes, Paul would be home again. It would be his first time home in what? It must be twelve years. He'd left after high school and had never looked back. There wasn't much to look back at. And since things never changed in these parts, once you’d seen it once, you’d seen it for all time. Looking back wasn’t worth the bother. Only, things were different this Christmas. It was forcing him to look back, whether he wanted to or not.

The word home bothered him. He really didn't think of this God forsaken county as his real home. Even when he lived here, he had felt out of place. He lived in the fast lane while the whole darn town around him lived their life like they were constantly merging. He established himself in the city. After that, a man like him couldn't come home again. There was no point to the action. He shared nothing in common with the people who never left town. Maybe he was a little arrogant about thinking that way, but arrogance was needed if one worked in the financial industry in the big city. You didn’t land a job in the big three unless you could project a little self-confidence and arrogance. Thus, he had nothing to apologize for if he came off a little sure of himself.

He heard the train’s whistle. At last, they were coming into the station. He stood up and headed down the train aisle toward the rack where he stored his Tumi hardshell suitcase. The train lurched, and Paul lost his balance. He pitched into an aisle seat. That fateful seat was occupied by a young Blonde. He didn't pay her much attention. He had luggage to retrieve after all. Paul prided himself on his ability to focus on the task at hand. Blondes on trains didn’t get him home any faster.

“Sorry,” he said, without really focusing on her. He then scrambled to his feet and set off toward his luggage again.

“Merry Christmas!” said the person he’d just crashed into.

“Yeah,” he replied. Merry would be the last thing this Christmas would be. It would be over, though, eventually. All bad things come to an end, too. He'd be back in his cozy condo down in the city in no time. He just needed to finish his affairs here first. He glanced back at the Blonde. She was just about his age. She was natural. There was something about a natural beauty wearing no product at all. And she didn’t have her face pulled tight with lips so puffy that you could use them as a floatation device. The city women could be a bit artificial now that he thought about it. Yeah, nothing beats a natural girl. Not that it mattered; women were the last thing he was here for. Yeah, he reminded himself about the task at hand.

He yanked his suitcase out of the rack, moved quickly to be first in line as he hung by the train doors. Most of the people here weren't used to train travel. They were still sitting, waiting it out. That was okay, by Paul. It meant fewer people between him and the rental car counter. He would need to rent one. He hasn't owned a car in years. In the big city, cars just got in the way of things.

The train made a final lurch, and the intercom announced, “Springfield, home to the world's largest ball of yarn.”

Paul knew it wasn't true. Locals thought it was, but there were at least five bigger balls of yarn in the US alone and two more in Canada. Still, the city hall had to put out some type of sales pitch in an attempt to lure in the tourist dollars. Not that there were many hotels to house those tourists who never came. Who’d want to come to the middle of nowhere just before Christmas? The answer was him. He didn’t like that answer one bit. Want might be a bit of a stretch, too. He didn’t want to be here; he had to be here.

The train doors opened. A conductor said, “Mind your step, sir.”

Paul was an expert at stepping, so he didn't need the advice. He tossed his suitcase to the train platform and bounded down the train stairs. He grabbed the handle and pulled his luggage into the station proper, maintaining a healthy head start on the rabble arriving with him, such that there was.

He headed up to the rental car counter. There was a plump gray gray-haired lady in cheater glasses behind the counter. Paul stated the obvious, “I want to rent a car.”

“Home for the holidays, are we?” asked the clerk.

“I'm visiting my mother,” replied Paul.

“Isn't that nice. A grown boy who still goes to see his mother during the holidays. It shows a good character on your part,” said the clerk.

“She's dead,” interjected Paul.

“That's awful news,” replied the clerk

“Yes, she was awful in many ways, but she was considerate enough to die during a time period when I get some paid vacation hours,” explained Paul.

The woman behind the counter looked shocked. Apparently, she didn't realize how many people died during the holidays. It was damn convenient that they did. It spared all the normal problems associated with a death in the family. One had vacation from work anyway, so it wasn't like he was taking too much additional time off. Yeah, it was the only considerate thing his mother had ever done for him since giving birth to him. 

“Well, I'm sure she's with God now,” said the clerk.

At least someone was sure of it. Paul, on the other hand, had his doubts, but he’d known his mother better than anyone. There was no point in telling the clerk about those doubts. She'd not understand them anyway.

“I'll take any car you have, though. I prefer a BMW,” said Paul.

“What?”

“The car, I'd still like one. A BMW, if possible,” he insisted, showing her his driver’s license.

“Oh,” replied the clerk, finally starting to take his information. She seemed reluctant to do her actual job. She started printing the paperwork all the same. As it was printed, she asked, “What was your mother's last name?”

“Donahue,” he replied.

“Not Joyce, was it? Such a shame, I used to see her in church every Sunday.”

“Emma,” corrected Paul. “Joyce was her sister. She died two years ago.”

“I remember now. Died of a chill, as I recall.”

“She used to drink two bottles of chill every night,” added Paul.

“Ah, Emma, I didn't know her as well as her sister. Such a lovely woman, I’m sure, though, you must be heartbroken seeing that it’s almost Christmas,” said the clerk.

“I wasn't dating her; she was just my mother,” replied Paul.

“Come again?”

“A girl you date can break your heart, not your mother. My heart knew her too well to have it broken by mother,” he explained.

“But a mother is always a boy's first love,” assured the woman.

“Not my father’s. Indeed, she wasn't the first or the last,” explained Paul.

“How awful it was the way your father ran off with that Canadian. I never met a Canadian you could trust. We all knew he'd come to a bad end after that,” said the clerk, who apparently knew enough of Emma’s life all the same. Small towns were like that. Everyone knew everything about everyone, at least the scandalous parts.

“My father died a happy man, which is more than I can say for my mother,” replied Paul.

“But in sin.”

“You know what they say, better to be a happy sinner than a miserable Saint like my mother,” said Paul.

“A son shouldn't speak about their mother like that.”

“I won't speak about my mother again with you if you get me that car,” assured Paul.

The clerk looked down her nose at Paul. It was funny how a woman barely making a living in a service job could feel superior to a man like Paul just because she thought the invisible man in the sky approved of her. It didn't really matter to Paul one way or the other. What mattered was the fact that she started working on processing the forms. He needed a car, and that was all he needed from her.

“Hey, Paul, long time no see!” exclaimed a husky female voice.

Paul turned around to catch the backside of a Blonde. She must be the one from the train. She knew his name, but he couldn't place her at all. He must have gone to high school with her. The whole county drained into one public high school. He graduated with five hundred other boys and girls, so she could be just about anyone. She was an anyone with nice flowing hair and a caboose that flowed as well.  It rocked from side to side as she walked. It must tickle her pants to know they held such a work of art. While she was wearing just an ordinary red flannel top and overalls underneath, it couldn’t subtract from what God had given her. It was a shame to have such a figure and waste it on such basic clothing. Paul now liked those big city women who shopped at designer stores and injected themselves with designer drugs. People around these parts probably thought they were artificial people. They thought that because they'd never been outside this town, and saw how the world really was. Only, maybe he should give a natural girl a try again. It couldn’t hurt . . . Business, Paul, keep your mind on your business, he scolded himself.

“Sandalous,” said the clerk under her breath as she slid the paperwork and the keys across the counter and toward him.

“It's just a BMW,” he said, taking his keys. There was a sense of relief that he'd never need to speak with this woman again.

“Not that. The woman who passed by just now. It is awful what people do to themselves,” said the clerk.

“She looked like she was doing all right to me.”

“Devil in sheep's clothing and don’t you know it,” assured the clerk.

The metaphor might have been mixed, but he took no notice of it, no matter what. A woman like this clerk probably couldn’t spot the devil if he arrived with a pointy tail and all. Instead, he took his keys and headed off. No doubt the clerk was correct about that Blonde. It was true here, as in the big city where Paul lived, every good-looking woman has a man tired of her shit. Still, she had remembered his name. After twelve years, she remembered him and said hi. It meant something. He shook his head. A woman like that, he should have remembered her name. Maybe women in the city came too easily that he forgot the important things like remembering their names. Maybe. He was reading too much into things. In a small town, everyone knew everyone, and it was just natural that she remembered him. In the city, you were just another face in the crowd, and no one remembered anyone. Yeah, that was it. It didn’t mean a thing.


Chapter 2

He drove down the narrow two-lane road. There was almost no shoulder on these old country roads. It stood for reason; there wouldn’t be since when they laid them out, the horses didn’t need them. Outside his car, there was nothing but the emptiness of the farmland. The fields were all bare, having been harvested months before. More or less, it looked the same as when he left. One barren field looked pretty much like any other. The fields were ready for the winter snow, but the weather reports had nothing on the horizon but a light dusting. Paul made sure to check the weather before venturing up here. The last thing he needed was to be snowed in. The road was bumpy, and he was regretting not renting a truck. The mind forgets the little things, like the poor quality of the roads where you grew up. The more he forgot this place, the better off he'd be. This place was left behind by time, and Paul was a man of the moment.

He was nearing the family farm. There was a van at the front of the driveway. They were right on time, even if Paul was running a little late. Paul liked people to wait for him and not the other way around. When you had money as Paul had, they usually waited. It meant the people were eager for his money, but that's what money was for, so he took no insult over the fact.

He parked the BMW at the side of the road. There was a dirt driveway that led off into the distance. Across the road was another dirt driveway that did the same. A neighbor in these parts couldn't see his neighbor, let alone their own house, from the side of the road. He stepped out of the car. He took a deep breath. There was nothing like the smell of the country. It was that gritty smell of Earth and animal filth that filled his lungs. It was a familiar smell to him. It brought back a flood of memories, mostly bad ones of growing up here. It was one long, boring childhood. Had he stayed here, he'd have ended up a nobody like most of the town. He would be nothing more than just more cow shit degrading in the pasture. He chuckled at the thought, even if it was inappropriate. Yeah, he had made a lucky escape.

The van door opened. Ben Garden stepped out. Paul had gone to high school with the man. Only Ben was one grade up from Paul. The man was twice as big as the last time Paul had seen him, and he hadn't grown an inch vertically since high school. All that meant that business must be good for the man. That was good news, as Paul wanted this business over and done with quickly, but still done correctly. There wasn’t much money to be made here, but Paul wasn’t taking any less than what the place was worth.

“Paul, everything has been arranged,” assured Ben.

“When's the auction?” asked Paul.

“Twenty-eighth of December,” replied Ben.

“Can't you get it in before that?”

“No one is buying a farm for Christmas, Paul. Even the twenty-eighth is a horrible date for an auction. It would be better to wait until February,” explained Ben. Paul knew he was correct, but time was also money. He’d get his price, bad auction date or not. Land like this would attract a few of those factory farms. A corporation doesn’t care about dates; indeed, they have no feelings at all.

Paul would have liked to sell it on Christmas Day if he could, but didn't let it show. He'd have to stay here until the Twenty Eighth. “Where are you planning on having it?” asked Paul.

“The old North Church,” replied Ben. It felt like the right place for it. The place could hold the most people in the county, which meant Ben was sure they’d attract more than a few buyers.

“What price do you think I'll get?” asked Paul.

“Enough to cover the debts . . . Maybe plus some,” explained Ben.

Ben was being cagey. That was okay, Paul liked a businessman who didn’t boast until the deal was done. If only this place hadn’t fallen into debt. The economy had been bad for small farmers as of late, or else the family's farmland wouldn't have fallen into debt. His mother was a lot of things, but being poor at business wasn't one of them. It was the only trait Paul shared with her. Yeah, they had always both been good at business.

“I hope for the best, and the best is done quickly,” suggested Paul.

“And the funeral?” asked Ben. Paul smiled at the statement. It was nearly one-stop shopping around here. Be’s brother ran the funeral home. It made things convenient. It was, no doubt, how Ben got into the business of auctioning off family farms and estates. It was a ghoulish thought, but an honest one. People didn't like that much honesty in small towns. Everyone knew the truth, so honesty didn't need to be so strict. Yeah, so long as everyone knew the truth, people were willing to overlook a lot of fiction.

“Grounds are frozen this time of year. It will be hard on the undertaker. Best to cremate her, and I'll take her home with me. Maybe I’ll toss her above the fireplace back home. No doubt it's hot where she is now anyway,” said Paul.

Ben chuckled. “Very well. Saturday for the memorial service?”

Paul shrugged. “Do I have to have one?”

“You never got along with your mother, did you?” asked Ben, with a chuckle. He knew the answer already, so the question was rhetorical.

“The sooner she’s ashes the better,” replied Paul.

“I can probably hand you the urn in a day or so. You can arrange the rest,” said Ben.

A horn beeped. There was a white pickup on the road that stopped to gawk at the two of them. In a small town, everyone wanted to know your business. Paul noticed that the Blonde from the train station was driving the pickup. She rolled down the window and leaned out. She had ocean blue eyes and freckles. There was an Earthen beauty to a girl with freckles. Still, not a single product sullied her face. He thought again about dating a natural girl. He liked the idea, in theory. Paul tried to place her. His mind was blank, though. He'd never seen that face before, and yet he was sure the face had a familiarity about it. She knew him, and that part was annoying.

“Are you staying the night, Paul?” the Blonde asked.

“Not sure,” he replied. It was none of her business one way or the other, so he didn't feel the need to be accurate. He felt a growing frustration in not knowing her name. She clearly knew him. She wanted to talk to him here on the side of the road. Was she interested? Paul’s eyes wandered to her delicate fingers. There wasn’t a ring in sight, and he was stuck here until December Twenty Eighth.

“See you around then, hopefully,” she said. She then ducked her head back in the window and turned the pickup off the road. She headed up the driveway opposite Paul's. Huh? She was more local than he thought. She was his neighbor.

Paul turned to Ben, confused. He asked, “Don't the Riley's still own that farm?”

“Yup, they still do. Parents are dead, though. One of the kids owns it now,” confirmed Ben.

“They had three sons, no daughters. I don't remember a cousin in the family that looked like that, so who is she?”

Ben cut them off. “She’s no cousin, Paul. The middle son runs the farm now. She’s, ah . . . You know.”

The middle son owned the farm now. That meant Payton Riley. Paul had gone to school with him. They were the same age. Payton wasn't much for horse riding, tractor driving, or farm work. He had been a bit of a puff growing up, to tell the truth. Paul never did spend too much time with him. He was partial to the older brother, John. Well, kids change as adults. When you suddenly need to make money, it gets people to focus. Clearly, judging by his wife, Payton must be doing okay for himself. No ring, he remembered. That made her just a girlfriend. She was a girlfriend who was checking him out. He was sure of it.

“He's got a nice-looking girl there,” said Paul.

“He’s got, good one, Paul,” replied Ben. Paul didn't quite get the joke, but he assumed it meant Payton wasn't officially attached to strongly to the Blonde. Yup, small town living, everyone knew everything about everyone. Living with a woman who was not your wife was still scandalous in these parts. Not that it stopped a lot of people from doing it. Small time, folks always think they’re more moral than the city folks. Divorces and cheating are going on even in a town like this. Paul wasn’t naive.

“I guess I should head up to the house and see if there's anything I want to keep,” said Paul. He said it as a means to dismiss Ben, and Ben got the hint. He climbed into his van and drove away.

Paul walked back to the BMW. He started it up and drove it into his own driveway. It was as poorly maintained as ever. If it snowed or rained, it would be a pain to get the car out. He should have rented a truck. It was too late now. It wouldn’t snow too hard, the weatherman said so. He shouldn’t worry about it. It was just a few days here, and then freedom.

The farmhouse loomed in the distance. It looked like it was in disrepair. It was always in that state, but never this bad. His mother was worse off than even he knew. She might have told him. He had money, and she knew it. Mother, she was a pain in the ass. He parked the car near the house.

He walked toward the porch. A Mexican stood on the porch watching him. Paul felt a touch of discomfort. It was never easy to deliver bad news. Paul shouted, “How is it going, Miguel?”

The Mexican took off his hat. His hair was graying. “Mister Donahue, is it true that you plan to sell the farm?”

It was a direct question. Paul respected a man who got right down to business. Paul replied, “It's true.”

“What about us?” asked Miguel.

“I don't own you, so it's up to the new owner to keep you on or not. Maybe they keep you boys on, maybe they don’t. It isn’t really my call,” suggested Paul.

Miguel spat on the ground as he frowned. “Factory farms hire cheap labor for less.”

Paul had already assumed Miguel was cheap labor. It was hard to think that some people came for cheaper. It didn't matter the price. The farm was broke. Paul couldn't pay Miguel on farm profits, and didn't particularly want to pay him from his own pockets.

Paul went onto the porch. He opened the front door. Miguel said, “I thought you'd try to make a go of it for old time's sake.”

“Unlikely,” said Paul. Sure, Paul had the money to pay off the farm's debts and more. If he did that, he'd feel like a fool. He wasn't a farmer. The smell of pig shit and cows was a thing from his past that he preferred to keep there in the past. Miguel knew him well enough to know that. He didn’t press the matter further.

“I’ll be staying on until . . .” said Miguel. The open ended phrasing was intentional.

“Twenty Eighth, it will be done,” assured Paul.

“Merry Christmas, Mister Donahue.”

“Yeah, same to you.”

Paul shoved his mother’s front door open and went inside.


Chapter 3

The front door to his mother's house was unlocked. He knew it would be. People were the trusting kind in these parts. He hit the light switch. It went on. He had paid his mother's delinquent electric bill before boarding the train, so it had better come on. Still, one never knew until you tried. Utilities can be slow to turn the power back on after they've turned it off. It should never have been turned off. His mother could have told him she was in financial distress. Heck, she should have sold the farm and moved to one of them retirement places. She could have moved into a nice retirement complex near him. But that wasn't mom's way. Job had suffered in quiet dignity, and thus, so would she. It felt pointless, but he was the last person in the world whom she would listen to. Actually, perhaps Job was smart enough to complain a little, and usually Mom was too.

The house looked the same as always. Mom never bought anything new. Half the furniture was inherited, and half was found here and there around the county thrift shops. None of it did Paul plan to keep. He had a thirteenth-story modernized condo in the city, and none of this stuff fit his decor.

He walked through the house, opening drawers and closets. Most people had a knick-knack or two worth something. He saw nothing worth much. The auction might not cover the expenses at this rate. Well, the land still had value. Land always held its value, mortgaged to the hilt or not.

He walked into his old bedroom. It was dusty. His mother must never have gone in here. It still had his high school stuff scattered about. He kicked his soccer shin guards. He was a varsity midfielder. He loved playing sports, but his mother never caught a game.  He opened his dresser. The top drawer had his senior yearbook. He hadn’t exactly been looking for it. Now that he found it, though . . . He opened it up. People aged twelve years now since then, but Paul never failed to recognize a familiar face. That Blonde, though, despite the familiar face, he couldn't place her. Who had Payton hooked up with? Ben knew, but he’d not given her name away so easily. He probably assumed Paul knew. Who she was was a pointless question if she was with Payton. It didn't matter; Paul wasn’t a two-timer. Still, he wanted to know. She knew his name.

He leafed through the yearbook. No one looked right. Maybe Ben was mistaken. Maybe she was a cousin or such. Only, he sounded certain. Paul paused on Payton's photo. The caption on it read, Be the change you want to see. There was a reason, despite being the nearest kid to Paul growing up, Paul tended to avoid Payton. Not that he disliked puffs. The big city was full of them. But they stayed in their lane, and he stayed in another. As long as life was like that, people could be whatever. Only Payton hadn’t grown up to be a whatever. He hooked up with girls even Paul was envious of. It didn’t feel fair.

He closed his yearbook and tossed it on the bed. He looked at the picture of the Virgin Mary hanging above his bed. Mother had insisted on the picture. It was about as worthless as everything else in this room. He wondered why he couldn't have collected baseball cards or comic books growing up. They would be something worth auctioning. He wasn't so lucky. Paul was too into numbers to collect anything tangible.

He glanced at the window. The sun would be down soon, and this place never had central heating. They had a gas oven in the kitchen, but the rest of the house relied on the large fireplace. If one got cold at night, and he remembered many a cold night in this place, he just put on another blanket. On the coldest nights, he’d sneak into the living room and lie in front of the fireplace.

He shook his head. Don’t get nostalgic about this dump, he warned himself. He went to the living room where the old fireplace sat. Above the fireplace was a painting of Jesus on the cross. He picked up the poker from the fireplace and made sure there weren't any surprises lurking in the ashes. Satisfied, he headed out to the back porch. The firewood was kept back there. Obviously, Mom hadn't chopped any wood for the season, but someone had. It had probably been Miguel who had done the work. He was loyal, and Paul gave him credit for that. Paul could see the old shacks from the porch. Besides old Miguel, there were always a few migrants living back there. One needed help to run a place like this. Legal workers, if you could find it, illegal workers if you couldn't. Mom never cared about the legality of such things. She rendered to Caesar what was Caesar's, like the Bible told her to do.

He grabbed an armful of logs and carried them inside. He tossed them by the fireplace. They had a cast-iron holder for logs. His chore as a kid was to make sure it was always full. He'd get a whooping if he forgot. Not that he needed one to remember. Freezing at night was an incentive to remember a thing like that.

He tossed the logs into the fireplace. Then he grabbed some old newspaper and kindling. Most people use fire starters these days, but Mom was one to recycle. She always said that burning a newspaper was the best thing one could do with it, given the sins they normally printed. It made sense if you were his mother, he supposed.

He opened the matchbox on the fireplace mantle and struck a match. He didn't light the fire because his stomach rumbled. He knew there wouldn't be anything edible left in the fridge to fill it. It was a mistake to drive straight here from the train station. He should have gone to the grocery store first. Only he hadn’t wanted to jinx his meeting with Ben. Had he bought groceries, then, for sure, Ben would have known he planned on staying a while. Now he'd have to drive into town, where the only restaurant around was.

That face, it hung in his mind. Who was she? It doesn’t matter, Paul, he tried to convince himself. His mother would know who she was. His mother collected gossip like a boy collects Legos. There was another toy Paul wished he’d kept. There wasn’t much value here. Maybe he shouldn’t have come back at all. Ben could have handled everything without him. He didn’t really need to be here. It wasn’t the auction that brought him back. He stirred the ashes in the fireplace. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust, Paul thought. He’d come back for his mother. He’d not leave her ashes to be shipped by mail. He’d never pleased her in life. He never really tried to. They were different people. He'd never understand her. She’d never understand him. Still, a son has a certain obligation all the same. No, a son just couldn’t leave his mother to the US mail.

He headed out to his car. He had his phone in his hand. He was scrolling, looking for places to catch a bite.  He wasn’t finding much. The city had endless opportunities to dine out. Out here, a person had to take what he could get.

He started up the BMW and drove down the driveway. He paused at the end. Maybe he was hoping she’d be waiting for him. Maybe, but she wasn’t. It was silly. She was Payton’s girl, and he was busy dealing with a dead mother. It wasn’t meant to be, Paul. He headed off down the road.


Chapter 4

Paul drove through historic downtown. The historical part of the name was mostly due to downtown being history these days. Meaning that it wasn’t just going downhill. It had gone downhill and was not getting back up. Every other storefront was boarded up. The only two stores jumping with business were the Dollar Tree and the Dollar General. They were on opposite street corners. Despite the names, nothing inside either of them costs just a dollar anymore. Still, there wasn’t any place cheaper, and folks in these parts knew it. Yeah, those that could afford better than fake dollar stores went off the downtown strip and to Walmart.

Paul neared his destination. His mother used to take him here for special occasions like birthdays. It was the only decent restaurant around, and decent was a relative term even back then. Nothing usually beats your mother’s cooking in counties like this one, that is, unless your mom was Paul’s mom. She was allergic to the kitchen. Paul sighed in relief that the local bar and grill was still open for business. There were just enough folks still eating out fancy to keep it open. It was located next to the laundromat, which probably helped keep the money flowing in. A person’s got to do something while watching the clothes go around. Paul parked the BMW between two long-bed pickups at the curb and headed for the front door.

He hadn’t eaten here in a good spell now, so he scanned the cheap laminated menu that was in the window of the front door. He wasn’t expecting lobster or chicken cordon bleu, but he was hoping for more than hot dogs and hamburgers. With much relief, he found that the cafe menu hadn’t changed all that much. He should have figured as much. The old joke always was, How many farmers does it take to change a light bulb. The correct answer is CHANGE! Yeah, folks in these parts were slow to welcome change. The cafe offered a little middle ground that suited Paul’s ole country tastes. Yeah, maybe Paul liked the variety of the big city restaurant selection, but there was something special about a place like this. Americana food did a person good, and Paul wouldn’t admit he found that true, at least once he was back in the city. He was smart enough to know that there was a small Italian section on the menu, and also he was smart enough to avoid it because any sauce would be so weak you’d think they’d just added water to ketchup and called it a day. That meant he’d have to go with the safe comfort of Americana. These parts did fried chicken and chicken-fried steak justice. You toss in mashed potatoes, something green that was also fried, and a man would feel full.

He was satisfied that he’d not starve tonight, as he went inside. There was no hostess. Indeed, the cafe was half bar, half sit-down restaurant. He quickly made his way up to the bar. No sense skipping an opportunity to drink a little. He was in mourning after all. The bartender was more interested in the ball game than in Paul needing service. The ball game was one of those college holiday bowl games that used to matter, but now didn’t outside of the daily betting apps. When you played the stock market as Paul did, a man didn’t need to bet on apps. Plus, he won, and those gamblers all lost. The stock market was the safest casino in America if you knew how to play.

Paul asked, “Can I get a little service?”

The bartender barely glanced his way. He merely muttered, “We don’t take SNAP payments, you know?”

A wiseguy, huh? Well, Paul appreciated a bartender who had a little sauce to his banter. Paul took his wallet out. He slid a crisp hundred-dollar bill out. He placed it firmly on the bar counter. He asked, “What’s a Ben Franklin get a man in this town?"

“Plenty, if it’s real,” replied the bartender. Oh, yeah, this barman had sauciness about him. Paul suppressed a smile. He liked the man.

The bartender held the hundred up to the fluorescent room lights. He studied it like it were going to be on the exam. Then he pocketed it. He said, “Name it, and you’ll get the change at the end of the night.”

“I want a chicken-fried steak, and any trimmings that come with it.”

“That all?” asked the bartender.

“Name your best beer to go with that steak, and I’ll have a pint of it, maybe two.”

“What do you think of our house music?” asked the bartender.

Paul hadn’t even noticed it. The song playing was that new country that was as replaceable as the Blonde with big tits that likely sang it. One song sounded like the next, so there was nothing to think about. Paul shrugged.

“You don’t like country, do you?” the bartender asked.

“Not really, because it’s new country, which means that it is not new and it is certainly not country,” explained Paul.

The bartender smirked. He got a mug down. He rubbed it with his rag like that rag had magical disinfectant on it. Paul knew the spirits poured in the glass would disinfect it more than enough already. The bartender said, “New owner insists people like this music. They don’t. Not around these parts.” He then reached for the radio and moved the dial. A classic rock song played out. The bartender glanced at the ball game score. Then he started to pour Paul a beer. He walked it over to Paul. “You’re a city man, aren’t you?” asked the bartender. Paul, being once local himself, knew that statement wasn’t a question, but a put-down. Pau nodded his head. The bartender continued, “Still, I’ve seen you around. You’re someone’s kid, ain’t you?”

“I’m Paul Donohue,” explained Paul.

“Sorry about your mother. Cancer wasn’t it?”

“That’s what they put in the papers.”

“Yeah, bankruptcy is the leading cause of cancer in these parts. Rope cancer, my friend calls it.”

“And my chicken-fried steak?” asked Paul, changing the subject. Suicide was a sin, and Paul’s mother wasn’t a sinner. Still, rumors spread in towns like this. When people die suddenly while in financial distress, rumors are bound to happen. People have got nothing else to do but create and then spread rumors. Everyone knew everything in a place like this. Half of that was true, and half wasn’t. No one knew which half they knew and which half they didn’t know. In this case, Paul didn’t really know more than the bartender. It didn’t matter one way or the other. His mother was just as dead either way. If the cancer done her in, or she’d helped in the process, was a matter of academics now that she was gone. 

The bartender headed off into the back to hopefully place Paul’s order. He suddenly felt alone. It was the holidays, so probably people were at home with their families tonight. Still, a town drunk or two should be around. There was no one, though. It was just him and his beer. He hoped the bartender had poured him good company. Then he took a sip of it. The unusual taste hit him immediately. He couldn’t place it. There was pumpkin in it, for sure, but there was more. He took a bigger sip.

“Figured a city man like you might appreciate a beer like that,” said the bartender, carrying a plate of food. The food was soon deposited in front of Paul along with a knife and fork. Spoons in this place were strictly optional.

“It has an unusual taste,” said Paul.

“Bad?”

“Not bad, unusual, though.”

“The fag that lives near you brews it. Grows the crops and then brews the beer out of it. Claims it makes more money than the crops that way. I can’t see how, but then the owner doesn’t agree with me. Big seller, so what do I know?” explained the bartender.

Paul replied, “Fag?”

“Payton Riley,” said the bartender.

Sure, he used to be a bit of a puff in high school, but things clearly had changed. “You couldn’t be more wrong. I saw his girl earlier. She’s quite the looker, I can assure you.”

“His girl,” smirked the bartender.

“Girlfriend, blonde, earthy, freckles, and a face that’s quite lovely,” suggested Paul.

“Girl, indeed. He’s a fag, and don’t let no girl fool you. That’s what is wrong with the world. Pumpkin Spice beer and new country will be the death of America, know what I mean?”

“Not really, but it’s okay. Some mysteries aren’t worth solving,” replied Paul.

“Exactly,” agreed the bartender, then he wandered back to his game. Paul wasn’t clear what he agreed to, but he was happy to have had a meeting of the minds with the man, all the same. He sipped his beer one last time. Pumpkin spice beer, it worked. He liked it. He was slightly worried about the fact. He cut up his steak with his knife while trying to identify the vegetable they’d fried. It probably didn’t matter too much. With that much batter on it, any vegetable positives were sure to be washed out in the mix.

No wonder Payton Riley was landing the women. He had a head on his shoulder. One way of life was being choked out of this country, but there were still ways to make a buck. Alcohol was the safest buck in the world. The three recession-proof industries were prostitution, gambling, and alcohol. Indeed, the harder the times, the more they profited, or so they say. Moonshining was always a thing in these parts. A family might make a little on their own. Beer was different than shine, safer. It was fun to think about as he ate his meal, but it wasn’t a life for Paul. His mother had grown soybeans since forever. They were a soybean family. It was like a brand. A person couldn’t change a brand like that.

“They should have punted!” said the bartender. Paul nodded, pretending he was interested in the game. He yawned and finished off his first mug of beer.

“Want another?” asked the bartender.

“Nah, I’m driving.”

“I don’t hear that too often.” He then went over to the cash register. He rang up the meal and the drink. He took Paul’s hundred and stuck it into the register. Then he closed the till. He said to Paul, “I don’t have change for your bill, so you’ll have to come back.”

“Sounds good to me,” assured Paul, knowing he was never coming back. The man knew it too. S

“They got a lot of those in the big city, don’t they?” asked the bartender.

“Those?” replied Paul.

“Fags,” clarified the bartender.

“They have a lot of everything in the big city,” replied Paul.

“What a country we live in, huh?”

“It takes all kinds,” replied Paul.

“At once?” Paul didn’t understand his comment, so he offered a weak smirk in return. That pacified the barman. “All kinds at once, I like that. Hilarious.” The bartender went off to watch his game again, laughing to himself. They’d had another meeting of the minds, and again, Paul didn’t even know where they had met. The bartender was happy, and with a tip like Paul left, he should be. Paul looked at his beer. He’d like to take one for the road, but that’s not how bars work. They didn’t have to go cups. It was a shame, the pumpkin spice beer was a strange idea worthy of the big city, yet also very small town. It worked.  Payton had a head on his shoulders, and a girl Paul was envious of. He might need to catch up with old Payton. There was time. There was a lot of time. Yeah, tomorrow he might drive on over and have a little chin wag. Maybe he could buy a few beers for the refrigerator back home. It never hurts to help an old friend’s business. Just don’t help yourself to his girl, too, Paul warned himself.


Chapter 5

His headlights illuminated the old farmhouse. It was a welcome sight after the long drive through the dark. He forgot how dark the real world was. The big city lights made the nighttime world a perpetual twilight. He turned off the engine, and the world plunged into total darkness. In the summer, there would be the sound of crickets, but this late in the year, there was a dead silence all around him. It was enough to creep a man out. He walked to the back of the BMW.  It was a clear night, and the stars were at least up.  His eyes were lost in the sea of stars overhead. Those were things a man didn’t get in the big city. The light pollution made the night sky bland and flavorless. There was a sense of wonder and magic about the real night sky. He tried to remember the names of the constellations overhead. He knew them all as a boy. It’s funny what a man forgets. It wasn’t all bad here. Yeah, some things are better out here in the country. The night sky was one of them.

He popped the truck and retrieved his Tumi hardcase. He rolled it up to the front door. He opened the door and rolled his suitcase inside. He had expected to feel cold, but the fire was already roaring. Miguel was always quick to get things done that were needed. It was a shame he didn’t have the money to buy the farm from Paul. He’d treat the old place the way it should be treated. Maybe the factory farm that bought this place would keep him on. Maybe. But doubtful. Yeah, that was real doubtful. He shouldn’t feel guilty about it, as it wasn’t Paul’s fault. He wasn’t a farmer. He never was. He wasn’t his mother’s son, that was for sure. He went over to the fireplace mantle. He picked up a photograph of his mother. She was young in the photo. The same age as Paul was now. She wasn’t smiling, even for the camera; she held that same firm face Paul knew by heart. Had she ever been happy? Certainly, Paul’s father had tried. But he’d run off. He’d left Paul to manage his mother all alone. In a way, that wasn’t right. But Paul had forgiven his father. Heck, he’d done the same thing his father had done. He’d run away as soon as he had the chance. Now he was back, and she was dead. He never understood his mother. Now he never would. He probably should feel guilty about it. Probably. She loved this land more than people. That was the problem. She’d never learned to love anyone as much as this land. As long as that had held, he shouldn’t feel guilt. 

He opened his hard case and retrieved his laptop. There was only so much reminiscing a man could do. There was always the job to think about. He had money to manage, and no one at the firm managed it as well as he did. It was other people’s money, but the better he managed it, the more of his own money he made. That was the best part of the job. If markets went up or down didn’t matter so much; he always got paid either way. The trick was not to get addicted to the market yourself. Don’t gamble with your own money. It was the same temptation as those who worked in any casino, and the same bad consequences for those who tempted fate.

He kicked his shoes off and pushed a chair closer to the fire. Then he sat back and logged onto his accounts. He had his phone set up as a hub because they didn’t have fiber optic Internet out here, but he could still get online, sure enough.

He heard the sound of a truck engine. It was drawing closer to the house. Someone was driving up the driveway. A visitor, and at this hour. Maybe it was Ben coming back to fill out some paperwork. He couldn’t have burned up mother that quickly, right? Paul stared at the safety of his cold number and figures on his computer screen. As scary as the world of finance was to most people, it was less than half as scary as the world of people. Numbers were factual, and people could drift into flights of fancy rather easily. Okay, maybe he was his mother’s son, as he had a healthy dose of people aversion, too. Paul preferred a quiet night around a fire, spending time with just numbers. The engine cut off dead. He set his computer down on a stained coffee table.

The door knocked on cue. He was already out of the chair and walking toward it. There were no secret visits in this neighborhood. Any neighbor could hear a person coming long before they reached their front door. The only question was, who was here? It was answered easily enough. He opened the door, and she was standing there. He’d not expected that for the world. The freckles on her face were cuter up close. She smelled like a woman, even without a hundred-dollar perfume on. She wore a wool knit winter hat over her golden blonde hair and a heavy flannel coat. Her face beamed with a smile that held no secrets. She was glad to see him. He wished for the world that he knew her name. He had to have known her sometime in the past. It didn’t matter; she was Payton’s girl now. His eyes moved to her left hand out of pure instinct. There still wasn’t a ring on her finger. What a silly man Payton was to leave a woman like this without a ring. A man could come along and snatch her away. Heck, even a ring didn’t prevent that. But it was protection. Paul was feeling less inhibited by just the sight of that bare finger.

Her other hand lifted. It was holding a cardboard box. “I brought you a home-warming gift, Paul,” she said.

“Thanks . . .” Now he felt crippled with guilt. It was going to be awkward, but he’d learned from business to get it over and done with. “I’ll be honest, I can’t remember your name.”

“I haven’t given it to you,” she replied, helping herself inside. She then closed the door. She walked over to the coffee table, closed his laptop, and placed the cardboard box on top. She pulled a long-neck beer out of the box and tossed it in his direction. Paul was an all-star on the baseball team. He never dropped a flyball, and he certainly wasn’t going to drop a beer. Not one tossed by a woman like this. She pulled one out for herself and walked it over to the fireplace. She popped the cap off using the edge of the mantle. She turned to face him, “Go ahead, taste your beer.”

He looked at it uncomfortably. He hadn’t needed a bottle opener in a while and was out of practice just popping the cap off. After she’d done it so smoothly, he didn’t want to look like a fool about it.   He went over to the mantle and pressed the cap against it. The top popped off with ease. She was staring at him. He knew what she wanted. He sipped the beer. Pumpkin-spiced beer, what else would it have been?

“It's my own brew,” she boasted. She added, “Do you like it?”

Was she asking about the beer or the girl? he wondered. Women, some were about as subtle as a bull in a China shop. “I've had it before, and hoped to have it again,” he replied.

“You’ve had it before?” she asked, looking at him in disbelief.

“At the bar an hour ago,” he explained.

“And you liked it.”

“I did.”

“I will leave the rest of the case here then,” she replied.

He had a feeling she was planning to do just that already. One doesn't arrive at a man's door with a case of home brew without the intention to leave it there. The only question was whether she was staying and helping drink it too, or if she was just scouting him out.

“I appreciate it.”

“It is the least I can do for your mother.”

That wasn't the answer he was expecting. He asked, “What does my mother have to do with anything?”

“She was the only one in these parts who didn't judge me. She had me over all the time. She really accepted me. I helped in ways you can’t imagine,” she explained.

He raised an eyebrow. “Odd, she judged everyone else.”

“She wasn't so bad as all that, was she?”

“My mother was a hard woman,” he replied.

“She had to be to keep this farm running.” She paused to sip her beer. The sip got longer and longer. She downed the whole bottle and placed it back into the case, empty. Then she asked, “Are you going to sell the farm?”

“Are you offering to buy it?” he replied.

“I'm only a small-time brewer these days. I couldn't afford land this size,” she said.

“If you aren't probing me to buy, why are you here?” he asked. It was a direct question, but it needed to be asked. She was here for a reason, and he didn't believe it was due to kindness from his mother.

“To see if her son was as cute as I remember him,” she replied.

“Puppies are cute, not men,” he replied.

She smiled. Then she cut him to pieces. “You're cute all the same. Your mother agreed with me that you were a looker. She was proud of you. She didn’t know how to tell you.”

“She told you that?”

“Some things don't need to be said.”

“That's one that would have helped, though,” he said.

“And you have a chip on your shoulder. She knew that, too. Too proud for this place, she said. But this place suits you all the same. She told me if you ever came back here that I should . . .” she trailed off.

“Yeah?” he asked, now more curious than ever.

“You are selling the place, right?” she asked, annoyingly changing the subject to something she damn sure knew the answer to.

“I'm selling the place,” he said.

“Too bad.” She turned and headed for the door. He let her go. She didn't just walk out. He had a feeling she wouldn't. She'd not leave until the reason she came became clear. It was clear already, but not as clear as he wanted it to be. He did want clarity, right? There was a danger to clarity. He knew that. Apparently, she did too.

“I'll see you in the morning,” she said, standing by the door.

“No need to come back.”

“Then you don't want me here in the morning?” she asked.

A question like that revealed why she was here. He’d want her in the morning. He wanted her right here tonight. Any man worth the name would want her. She knew that.

He replied, “I didn't say don't come in the morning. I just didn't know there was a need for you to come. Now that I know there is one, sure come on along in the morning.”

“You are sure of yourself,” she replied.

“So are you or you’d not have stopped by,” he said.

She gave him a coy little smile in return. She might be Payton’s girl nine to five, but right now her heart belonged to Paul. Her and her heart slipped out the door and into the night. He sipped on his beer. It was spiced, but still smooth, like the person who brewed it. Mother had liked her. It felt doubtful. Mother had liked her to marry Paul. That felt more certain. If Paul fell for a woman like that, he’d move back here. Mother was the little schemer. Only her plan hadn’t worked out. Yet . . . That last word hung in the air. She was coming back in the morning. What would he do then? A woman like that, a man could do a lot with. He’d enjoy it too.

He walked back to his chair and sat down. He reached for his laptop, but the numbers didn't feel satisfying anymore. He wondered again, who was she really? She had to be a Riley by blood. Mother had liked her. Mother liked so few people. Was it a good thing or a bad thing? He suddenly felt giddy about the morning. Sorry, Payton, but Mother insists that I steal your girl. He chuckled at the thought. Maybe he’d only rent her for a while. A girl like that wouldn’t be enough to keep him here. He had an auction date, and he intended to sell. He was still a city man at heart. But he could have a little fun while waiting. Yeah, it felt like he wouldn’t have to wait long for that fun either.


Chapter 6

There was something about a cold night spent buried under warm blankets. His place in the city had central heating. There was no need for even a heavy blanket when a man had central heating. Central heating didn't leave a man feeling cozy, though. Convenience beats comfort in the big city. He felt a certain safety and warmth having spent one last time in his old bedroom.

“Is there someone home!” she shouted, and the feeling of safety died.

He reached for his watch. It was only six in the morning. Farmers started their day early. He wished she had started her day at her own farm. Only, he didn't exactly mean that. He wished that he knew her name. She was being cagey about telling him her name for a reason. He wished he knew the reason. He left the comfort of his snug bed to face the cool morning air.

“There you are,” she said, peering in at him from his bedroom door.

“Do you mind? I'm only half dressed,” said Paul.

“That fact, I don't mind at all.” She paused to look him over. Mostly, she looked at his jockey underpants. She added, “You must be cold.” She said that and didn't move one inch from the door. A little shrinkage joke to start the morning. He wasn’t in the mood to laugh. She could cure that shrinkage, sure enough, if she wanted to. He quickly reached for his pants. She added, “Those won't do at all.” She then tossed him a pair of blue jeans. They were coarse work pants and not designer jeans.

“Do you have an appropriate shirt too?” he asked her.

She walked over to him. She pulled on his nightshirt, tugging it over his head. She ran her hand over his chiseled chest. Her hand didn’t linger as long as he wished it had. Then she tossed his shirt on the floor. She walked to his old dresser. She rummaged through it and took out an old shirt that he hadn't worn since high school.

“This always looked good on you,” she said. She walked it over. She ran her hand across his bare chest again. He knew she did that on purpose. Once could be a mistake, but twice was a fancy.

“You have a gentle touch,” he said.

She then pulled his shirt over his head. “Get your boots and coat on,” she ordered.

Well, the attitude didn’t match the touch, but it only made him want her more. She then walked out of his room. He felt his own chest for a moment. It was the equivalent of pinching himself. He wasn't sure she was real. The moment was real, though. Who was she?

He went to the closet. His old work boots and overcoat were still in there. They had dried mud on their soles as if they had just been put in there a few days ago. Paul picked them up and checked out the wear and tear. They were still in operational condition. He dropped them to the floor and slipped them on. Then he went searching for his girl. Well, not his girl. Not yet. But she was a girl worth throwing work boots on, with all the prospects of doing the chores that went with them. He found her in the kitchen. She held a glass milk bottle in her hand.

“I take it that I don’t have milk,” said Paul.

“Wrong, you have plenty of it, and it’s fresh,” replied Payton. She put down the bottle and picked up a metal bucket. He knew what that meant.

He said, “I thought my mom sold her cows.”

“She'd rather die than do that,” she said, and then slipped out the back door.

He didn't like that remark, given the circumstances, even if it was accurate. He walked outside into the cold winter air. She was headed for the old barn. Miguel must work overtime to keep the old barn standing. It didn't feel worth it. What could four or five cows get you? Not enough for what it cost to feed them was the answer. No, not enough at all. He glanced at the chicken coop. There were only a handful of chickens inside. None of them looked happy with the weather conditions. The smart ones refused to come out of the coop to test the winter grounds. No doubt Miguel was already awake, doing his rounds and feeding the animals. Paul wondered if Miguel had any help. He also wondered if he was supposed to be paying him. He might as well offer to do that, at least until the place sold. The place had to stay operational until the bidding began. Then again, no offer needed to be stated verbally. Miguel knew the kind of man Paul was. Maybe he knew it better than Paul.

“Barn could do with a lick of paint, huh?” she said, reaching the barn door.

“The place could use a new barn instead,” he replied.

“And you can afford one?” she asked.

“I could . . .”

“But you're selling the place instead,” she finished the sentence for him, then slipped inside the barn. She had that Pied Piper feel about her. This morning, she was playing her tune and leading him around with ease. Only, that analogy meant he was the rat. He didn't like feeling like a rat. The one thing he knew was that she was trying to trap him into liking this place, and that was a hard trap to spring. She had to know that, as she seemed to know everything else about him.

He went inside the barn. There were three prize heifers inside. She was with one of them. She had already picked up the milking stool and was moving into position. The cow acted as if she knew her. The cow, however, eyed him with suspicion. Cows were suspicious creatures by nature. They didn't trust a stranger. They were also too stupid to know their new owner. Best they never got to know him, he figured. He wasn’t about to get trapped. Chores this early in the morning didn’t beat the nine-to-five traffic rush of the big city.

She said to him, “The secret to milking a cow is to grip the top of a teat with your thumb and forefinger, trapping the milk. Then you squeeze down sequentially with your other fingers to push the milk out, repeating the process until the teat is empty.”

“I know how to milk a cow,” he said.

“I forgot you're an expert at milking it. If I remember correctly, in high school you used to milk it to thoughts of some cheerleader . . . Now what is her name?” she said. Paul was pretty sure she knew her name. He was a little worried she knew he’d had impure thoughts about girls in high school, though. Apparently, she wasn’t aware he’d done more than milk it to thoughts of her. There was that time . . . It didn’t matter. High school was a long time ago. He didn’t have trouble attracting women.

“Debbie Flemming was her name,” he replied.

“Oh, yes, what a whore she was.”

“Do you always do this?” he asked.

“What?” she replied, innocently.

“Toy with men.”

“Me, toy?”

The mood was interrupted by Miguel entering the barn. He saw the two of them together. He said, “Sorry, I didn't know Mr. Donohue would be here too.”

“No need to apologize, indeed, you can finish up. I'll take Mr. Donohue away so he doesn't bother you,” she said.

Paul looked at Miguel. Now seemed like as good a time as any. “Miguel, thanks for staying on until . . .”

“No problem, Mr. Donohue.”

“He doesn’t have any problems at all,” she added. She was the type who always wanted to last word. Paul knew that type all too well. They normally always got the last word, too. What man wouldn’t let her have it? She seemed pleased with herself as she stood up from the stool. She started for the hay loft and waved Paul along. A roll in the hay with her was a pleasant idea. Only with Miguel around it would be awkward. Thus, he figured that she had other ideas.

As they walked, he asked her, “How'd you get in the pumpkin spice beer business?” It wasn't the question he wanted to ask her, but that question was far safer than the question he wanted to ask.

She grabbed a pitchfork and started moving hay. He had no choice but to grab another and join in. There was a dead silence as they moved the hay where it needed to go in order to feed the cows with it later on. She certainly knew this place. How long had she been helping his mother? All the while, the question hung in the air unanswered. After ten minutes of labor, she replied, “Only just started a year and a half ago. It was your mother's idea. My farm failed, and bills were tighter and tighter. My family all sold out, leaving me. They never really supported me. I was a queer duck on a sinking ship. And then your mother came along. She had ideas, but not the health to carry them out. We were an unlikely partnership. But there was something pure about her. She took people as they were. She always told me to let God judge, know what I mean?”

“My mother, impossible. She doesn't believe in alcohol; she believes… Believed it was a sin to drink,” Paul replied.

“Yes, she was very into saving me from sin. Only, she tolerated my sin, maybe fostered it. Strange, huh? As I said, she took people as they were.”

“I wonder why she took a shine to you?” asked Paul, feeling he knew exactly why. Given the farm financials, her health, she knew one day Paul would be standing here having exactly this conversation with this heavenly creature. Mother was no saint. She was good at business. Helping one of the Riley’s, was helping here. If, that is, Paul bit. Damn, what a tempting worm to bite into. Mother, she knew Paul too well. He was going to bite, wasn’t he? Only a foolish fish would ignore this worm, and Paul was no fool. The question was then, could he bite and still avoid the hook?

She replied with a deadly smile, directed dead set on him. It cut through him. It wasn't the answer he expected. Then she explained, “The Riley farm was going under, slowly but surely. I didn't know what to do. I was stressed. The whole situation was relying on me. The only thing I was good at was making pumpkin spiced products. I made spiced pies, cider . . .You name it. And your mother, God bless her, said to me one day, Why don't you give that a go. I took my best seller, my beer, and opened a microbrewery. I miss it, though, the animals, the fields, working the land. I started hanging out here more and more. We bonded over pumpkin spice and stories about you.”

“Me?”

“Your mother never stopped talking about you. You are a big shot in the big city, aren’t you?”

“I do all right.”

“I didn’t expect modesty from you. Your mother said you were a ripe braggart.”

“I’ve reached a position in life where I don’t need to brag.”

“There we go, that’s more like it.”

He had more questions, but they would get in the way. Best to get to asking about what he really cared about knowing. He said, “I don't even know your name.”

“And?” she replied. She did that just to force him to go all the way. He knew that.

“And, I want to know it. I want to know it rather badly,” he replied.

“You are silly. It's Payton.”

“Oh, Payton . . .Is that a common Riley family name?” he asked.

“No, Riley is a Riley family name,” she replied.

Always the tease, this girl was. He didn’t remember Payton having a cousin or niece by the same name. She certainly wasn’t in high school with him. Bah, he knew her name, but not who she was.

“There you are!” called out Ben Garden. It couldn't be a worse time for him to arrive. Paul had never been so annoyed to hear a voice. He turned to see Ben storming into the barn. His loud voice annoyed the cows, so Paul motioned him away. No need to sour the milk.

They went outside into the cold. Paul stood outside in the cold as Ben presented him with an urn. There was no pronouncement, no ceremony, just a quick, Here it is. Mother would have liked it just that way, so Paul didn’t complain. Ben said, “The urn is real fourteen karat gold.”

“Nice accommodations," said Paul.

“I have good news. We can a solid lot signed up for the Twenty-Eighth auction. Pretty sure we’ll get your price.”

“And more?” asked Paul.

“That’s always nice too,” said Ben. His eyes fell on Payton for the first time. He didn't look pleased to see her. Indeed, he seemed quite annoyed.

Payton must have noticed Ben's sour attitude toward her. She excused herself and made for the house carrying the milk. Paul wanted to tell her to stay, but couldn't find the words. It's not like they were an item. In less than a week, he'd never see her again. No need to go chasing a rabbit down a hole with that tight a time table. No need at all, but he wanted to chase her all the same. The best hunting dogs always felt the same way. They lived for the chase.

“Cute girl, seems to have taken a liking to the property,” said Paul, once Payton was out of earshot.

“She's no girl at all,” said Ben.

“What's that supposed to mean?”

“It means, you best keep clear of her or people will start talking about you, know what I mean?”

“No, and I wish someone around here started saying what they mean,” insisted Paul.

“Payton's a queer,” explained Ben.

“She’s a little odd, I’ll give you that.”

“A fag, Paul,” said Ben, with disgust on his face. Paul chuckled after the pronouncement. There was no way she was queer the way she was coming on to Paul. “I'm serious,” insisted Ben.

“Well, she's the prettiest queer I've ever seen.”

“Don't say that in the wrong company, or people will be talking about you next. Fag is a tough label to shake,” warned Ben.

“I'll keep my thoughts about Payton between mother and me then, and mother won't talk, will you, mom?” Paul shook the urn.

“You're a ghoul, Paul. Remember, all your problems are solved on the Twenty Eighth.”

“I'm not likely to forget,” said Paul.


Chapter 7

Paul headed back into his house. He was dragging his feet a bit as he went. Ben had said Payton was queer, but he didn’t get it. Okay, Ben had said that, but in what sense of the word? There was nothing queer about Payton. Anyone in the world could see that. She sure was no lesbian. If she was queer in that way, then why was she practically all over him since he arrived? She could just be being neighborly, and he was overreading the situation. But no, he didn’t buy that at all. He’d had plenty of girlfriends in the city. He knew when a girl was interested. This was going past being neighborly. Sadly, though, not far enough past. Indeed, he wished she were a little less practical and a touch more factual on that last part. He was interested in her. It was foolish, though, in a few days, they’d never see each other again.

He opened the kitchen door and saw the eggs sitting on the table. Miguel had been busy this morning. Well, there was nothing like fresh eggs in the morning. He set the urn on the kitchen table. He picked up the eggs. He brought them over to the stove. He cracked two eggs on the edge of a pan and whisked them with a fork. He liked scrambled eggs.

As his eggs cooked, he thought about Ben. Payton sure made herself a ghost fast once he arrived. There was something there. Ben was frustratingly trying to warn Paul about something about her. It could just be small-town prejudiced talking. After all, a woman still single and nearing thirty in these parts signaled that she had man issues. Maybe that was all Ben meant. Buyer beware with her; she dates them but doesn’t land them. That wasn’t queer. Was she odd in some way? Nah, there wasn't anything queer about Payton that would turn Paul off her. Girls weren’t fags, anyway. It was stupid for Ben to call her that. She seemed normal for this county. She was a natural country gal. Ben wasn’t making any sense. These people should just spell out what they mean. That was what was nice about the city. People were blunt and direct. It might feel rude, but it means you didn’t stand around lost in thought while cooking your eggs.

The eggs went down fast enough. They could have used some ketchup, but there wasn’t any to be had. As he ate, he looked at his mother. She was a lot easier to handle inside that urn. It was clear Payton knew this land better than Paul did. She must have been close to his mother.

“You thought you were setting me up, didn’t you, Mom?” he asked the urn. The urn didn’t speak back. That was very unlike Mother. Yeah, she thought Payton was just the thing that Paul would be into. “Mother, you couldn’t be more . . .” he couldn’t say wrong. He couldn’t lie to his mother, dead or alive. “Mistaken,” he finished. Not really feeling that word would have convinced Mother.

He picked up his dirty dish and brought it to the sink. He didn’t have a dishwasher here. No, the dishwasher used to be him when he was a kid. He washed the dish in the sink and left it in the drying rack. Now he needed to figure out what to do with his mother.

He picked up the urn. Paul walked his mother to the fireplace mantle. He should put her up there. This was her home in the end. Not really, Paul’s. Only he was selling the place in a few days. He couldn't sell it with her still on the mantle. That wouldn't be right. That meant taking her to his home, back to the city. The idea of this urn in his condo bugged him. She would hate the big city. She'd told him as much whenever they spoke, which wasn't often.

“Maybe we should spread her ashes here on the fields she loved,” said Payton.

Paul nearly jumped out of his shoes. Worse, he nearly dropped his mother. “I thought you left,” he replied.

“Why'd I do a thing like that?” she said, pushing a small table with what looked like a large object on top of it. That was just a guess, since whatever was on top of the table was covered by a sheet. She was shoving it toward the fireplace.

“I didn’t save you any eggs,” he said.

“I ate when I woke up this morning,” she replied.

Right, a farmer’s day starts early. Not that she was a real farmer anymore. His eyes fell upon the table. “What do you have there?” asked Paul.

She yanked the sheet, revealing that a dwarf Christmas tree was under the sheet. Paul forgot that his mother had done that each year. She kept a Christmas tree on top of that table. When the season was over, she simply tossed a sheet over it and shoved it in a corner of the room until next year. Fancy Payton remembering Paul’s mother's little idiosyncrasies. That meant they had been close. Yup, mother was setting him up with Payton from beyond the grave. Paul felt a little envy. A mother should be closer to her own blood than a stranger.

Payton said, “Tonight is Christmas Eve, so I thought you'd want to get the tree out.”

He had forgotten the need for a tree during the holiday season. He replied, “I suppose it doesn't hurt. You know, it's funny, I never put a tree up back home.” It was true. He didn't even own a tree. The idea of digging out a tree and decorating it each year never occurred to him. That was a performance only needed by kids, right? Somehow it felt right, though. In that condo, a tree didn't fit with his decor. Here in the farmhouse, it would be out of place not to have a Christmas tree at Christmas time.

Payton walked over and snatched his mother's urn from him. She held it up by the firelight. She said, “We will store her under the tree until you figure out what you plan to do with her.”

Paul disliked the idea. “What an awful present to wake up to on Christmas morning.”

“Oh,” she replied. She then retrieved her remaining beer and placed it under the tree. “Here’s something a little more pleasant under your tree.”

He eyed her under his tree and knew she was correct. There was nothing better he could think of getting for Christmas that would be better than her. Payton, the perfect Christmas, and you couldn’t buy her online or in a store. But she was the hottest thing going this Christmas. He worried she felt the same way about him. He didn’t come here to get involved. He’d thought that about twenty times now, and it felt cowardly each time he thought that. No one goes anywhere to get involved. Getting involved was just a thing that happened to people. They connected, they got involved. Yet, he announced, “The gifts are looking better.” Not exactly conveying the passion he was feeling. Yeah, he was a bit cowardly around Payton. Maybe he didn’t trust his mother’s instincts when it came to women. There was also what Ben said. They were all excuses, though.

“Yeah?” she replied. She gave him a look with her eyes that was dangerous. They were loaded and ready to lure him in. He wanted to be lured in. It wouldn’t be so bad. She’d be a short train ride away . . . Only a short train ride.

There was one last thing to do before that could happen. Paul knew he was going to have to ask a big question. Now was a terrible time to ask. And yet, it had to be asked. There was never a good time to ask about this type of thing. “Ben said you were queer, you know a fag and all, now what did he mean by that?” he asked. He hated having to ask it.

Well, he had gotten the words out. She pulled a beer from the box under the tree. Well, it beat leaving milk and cookies for Santa, so he couldn't blame her for taking one. She sat under the tree, sucking on that beer, leaving his question unanswered for the moment. That would verify Ben wasn't completely off the mark. “He's wrong, I'm hardly queer. It's a common mistake, though.” That was her whole answer. It could hardly do for a proper answer, no, it could hardly do at all.

“How could he make such a mistake?” asked Paul, hoping he sounded as unworldly wise as possible.

“Because most people don't understand transgender people at all,” explained Payton.

“What does that have to do with . . .” he stopped himself, because the answer was obvious. All the pieces fell into place. Indeed, it sounded like Payton had one piece too many. Well, she felt too good to be true. Mother, she never knew what was best for him. She had set him up with a fag . . . Well, not a fag . . . He didn’t know what Payton was. It didn’t matter. He didn’t want to get involved in a short-term thing. Now it was impossible. He couldn’t date a girl . . . Well, a trans-one. That wasn’t natural. She looked as natural as could be, all the same. If you placed wholesome in a bottle, shook it up, and poured it out on the floor, no doubt, Payton would come pouring out. And yet, she was trans.

Paul walked over to the Christmas tree. He played with the urn with his foot. He asked, “Did my mother know?”

“Of course.”

“And she approved?” questioned Paul, in disbelief.

“She was my strongest supporter. Indeed, I couldn't have done it without her help.”

“But she . . . I mean, she!” He was having a hard time getting the words out. Finally, he spat them out at once, “She made my life hell for so many lesser sins!”

“Then you think of me as a sin?”

“I didn't mean it like that,” Paul insisted.

“Jesus never said one thing about transgender people,” assured Payton.

That sounded technically true, but Paul was skeptical that his mother played that literally with her Bible understanding. Growing up, he wasn't allowed to swear, drink alcohol, and he always went to church on Sunday. Mother was a hard woman. Why'd she take a shine to Payton of all people? Because she thought Payton was right for him. That was the answer, but it was a shocking one to Paul. He wasn’t . . . Didn’t . . . Never once, even in a dream!

Payton, he was always a puff in school. They really never talked that much in school. Did Payton have a thing for Paul all those years ago? Maybe. Paul had him pegged all those years ago. Only, he'd been wrong about that fact. Payton wasn't queer; he was just a she. The big city had a lot of trans-girls. Paul never thought about it. He let people stay in their own lane. He didn't mind them, so long as they left his lane alone. Maybe that wasn't super enlightened, but it was how he liked it, or had liked it. Sometimes in traffic, you have to change lanes. Sometimes. But this wasn’t a thing he could do, right?

Payton had gone and done this to himself . . .Herself. She must have had work done because her face was all wrong. He hadn’t recognized her at all. He felt the fool over that. Fancy thinking she was so natural, and the whole time she was just like any other city girl he’d dated. Yeah, she had a new nose, cheeks, brows, tits . . . Where did she get the money? It’s not like Paul hadn’t dated girls who had work done. No, every girl had a little secret work in his social circles. Maybe Mother knew something after all.

He muttered, “I don't get my mother, I guess I never will.”

“I think she liked it that way,” suggested Payton.

“Meaning?” Paul asked.

“Your mother was a strict individualist. She made a mistake marrying and having children. She felt guilty about it. I think she finally found in me a cause for redemption.”

“Redemption?”

“Yours and mine.”

“You mean ours, then.”

“Ours, I like the sound of that. Our redemption,” she said. There was a dangerous twinkle in her eyes again. Paul had walked into that.

“And you know this for a fact?” he asked.

“Well, no. One can never know for sure, I guess. She supported me when my family didn’t. That’s all I know,” offered Payton.

“I wonder.”

“What do you wonder?” she asked.

He cleared his throat. “I guess that’s something, I meant to say,” said Paul. Paul bent down to retrieve his mother. He examined the urn. He'd never understand his mother. That she thought he could with a girl like Payton was unbelievable. It was also undeniable.

“Well, look at that,” said Payton.

“What?” asked Paul. His eyes caught her eyes. Then they followed them to the top of the Christmas tree. There was mistletoe hanging near the top of the tree.

“It's practically against the law not to kiss a woman if you're standing with her under that stuff in these parts,” said Payton.

“I don't . . .” Paul didn't get to finish that thought. Payton was upon him. She stood up and forced her lips against his. Then her body rubbed against his as their lips locked. Her erect nipples poked into his chest. In that moment, as their tongues locked in an open-mouthed kiss, Paul forgot about Payton’s history and thought only of her kiss. It was easy to do when those large, round brown eyes of Payton gazed into his own. She pulled away at last. Her taste lingered on his lips. He wanted to taste more of her. Shit, mother might just have been right about Paul.

“Shall I come over and see you Christmas morning, Paul?” she asked Paul.

“Look, Payton, I can't get involved,” he replied.

“What an odd response to such a simple question,” she said.

“What I mean is . . .”

She interrupted him, “See you tonight at church.”

“Church?”

“You’re not one of those Christmas day church goers that brave the holiday crowds, are you?” she asked.

“No, I don’t go . . .”

She finished his sentence yet again. “On Christmas morning, so wise of you. Plus, there’s so much fun going on tonight at church.”

“Fun?” he questioned.

She kissed him fast on his cheek. “You know, fun. I will see you tonight at Christmas Eve mass.”

“But . . .”

“But you do want to get a look at the place you’re planning to auction off the farmhouse at, right?” she asked.

Her way of twisting everything into something he couldn’t say no to was rather masterful. He stared at her eyes. He wanted to see her tonight. He wanted her, period. “I guess that’s a good idea.”

“Sure, you do. See you tonight then.”

She headed for the front door after saying that. It was still morning, and he had a long day with nothing really to do. Yet he was afraid to ask her to stay. He was afraid that if she stayed, he might find out he could get involved. Ben was correct, wasn't he? If he did act on his feelings, people would talk. But these people, they were a train ride away from where Paul lived. Where Paul lived, people could more easily be who they were. Their walking around together in the city wouldn't bother most people. It was normal. Yeah, what he felt was normal. She was just a girl now. And he was a man. But he didn’t ask her to stay anyway. He just stood there as she slipped out the front door. He heard her truck start up and drive off. That kiss of hers lingered on his lips long after she was gone. He had to kiss her again. There was nothing sinful about a kiss. He looked at the mistletoe. Heck, it was practically against the law not to have kissed her. Any man would have done the same. Any smart man, that is. He leaned against the fireplace. He wondered what his mother had got him into now. That fish had bit, and it was on the hook now. It was so on the hook.


Chapter 8

It’s a good thing Paul packed his Sunday best for this trip. Technically, it was his everyday best that he wore to work, but in these parts, that counted as Sunday best. Indeed, his best were likely better than most. He felt a little out of place. He didn't want to draw attention to himself. Being seen with Payton out in public would draw enough attention all by itself. What a horrible thought. Did girls like Payton constantly have to worry about the gossip behind their backs?

The old church sat in the center of downtown. Not everyone in the county was a believer, but nearly everyone came to the church at one time or another. It was the only proper gathering place in town. Thus, if you needed to be seen and heard, this church was the ideal place to do it.

The old red brick structure looked regal tonight. Today was its big day. Well, tomorrow officially, but Christmas Eve was nearly as big a deal as Christmas Day. In many ways, it could be bigger. Payton had been kidding about avoiding the Christmas crowd because the parking lot was full. Paul had to park the BMW on a side street and walk. He was walking on the sidewalk toward the church as the snow began to fall. It was just a light snowstorm, but it made it feel more like Christmas. Everyone wanted a white Christmas, well, until they had to shovel their driveway. There, Paul had an advantage. His driveway was so long that he never shoveled it as a kid. He’d fire up the old pickup, drop the plow, and clear the driveway. Sure, maybe a twelve-year-old shouldn’t be handling a motor vehicle, but you can do practically anything in this county so long as you stay on your own property.

He reached the church steps. He left footprints in the snow as he climbed up them. He wondered if Jesus ever saw snow. He didn’t know. It felt doubtful, but just maybe he did.

“Paul Donohue, mark my words,” said the pastor as Paul arrived at the open church front door. Paul was surprised to see the old pastor was still at his post, more surprised that the pastor remembered him. His mother was a regular churchgoer, whereas Paul avoided church as soon as he was old enough to figure out ways to avoid it. The pastor had been here forever. He’d looked old when Paul was a kid. Now he must be ancient. Yet he was still going at his chosen profession. You didn't get rich if you were an honest man of God. The honest ones, like the pastor, did not need Earthly money. Paul figured if you wanted to know if your pastor was an honest believer in the Lord, check their bank account.

“Pastor Davidson, nice to see you again. I bet you'd seen the last of me ages ago,” replied Paul.

“Nope, I always thought I’d see you at my Christmas mass again,” said the pastor.

“Really? Well, I suppose that there’s always one last time for everything,” Paul assured the pastor.

“Last times, Paul? But the ascension isn’t for a few months, Paul,” replied the pastor. Paul had to smirk. He forgot the old man had a sense of humor.

“Paul, fancy seeing you here!” called out Payton. The gathering of people entering the church went rather quiet.  Indeed, if a pin dropped, it would have been heard. Only, snow was falling, and no pins were dropping. Paul noted all eyes were on Payton, because it was obvious that they would be. They probably had their own reasons for staring at her, but Paul had his own. It was now a fact that Payton cleaned up rather nicely. She was wearing a white cotton print dress. It was slightly modest by city standards, but quite right for Payton. Her hair was done, her face made, and her shoes shone as if her feet had never touched a cow pie. She had a white ribbon tied in her hair to top off the look. 

“She looks like an angel tonight,” said the pastor.

“Yeah,” said Paul.

“Is Payton Riley with you?” The pastor asked.

“With me?” echoed Paul, slightly alarmed at the suggestion. He quickly added, “We're just neighbors,” said Paul.

“Good, because Jesus said to love thy neighbor, if I recall,” said the pastor.

“I don’t think he meant it in the biblical sense, though,” said Paul.

“Which is odd because it is in the Bible,” reminded the pastor.

He looked at the pastor, but there was no judgment in his old eyes. He was always an-everyone-was-welcome-in-the-house-of-God type. That’s why he got the turnouts that he did. Still, he had the wrong idea about Payton and Paul. They were hardly a couple. That thought sort of disappointed Paul. Yet, the whole idea of them being more than neighbors seemed impossible now. Obviously, Ben was correct. If he were with her, everyone would assume Paul was a . . . He didn’t know what a man who dated trans-girls was exactly. He felt like just a normal man.

“I best be getting to my sermon. I was in such a rush during this morning’s mass that I almost gave the Easter one by mistake,” joked the pastor.

That left Paul alone on the top of the church steps, waiting for Payton to come to him. He waited in anticipation. Maybe impossible was too harsh a word. Possible, yes, but unlikely. They were from different worlds. She was country, he was city. She was . . .Well, and he was completely straight. 

She reached the top step. Despite being completely straight, he wanted to take her by her hands, but they were full. She had a small box with her. He didn’t have to ask what was inside the box, because the smell hit his nose. He asked, “Did you bring a pie to church?”

“Of course, tonight is the annual holiday bake-off for charity. It happens every year,” Payton explained.

How very domestic of her. She was quite the little homemaker. “How long has that been going on?”

“Forever.”

He wanted to ask why he never knew about it until now, but the answer was obvious. His mother was such a horrible cook that there was no way she’d be interested in a holiday bake-off. She’d come in last place every year.

Paul asked, “What did you bake?”

​“Pumpkin spice pie, of course,” replied Payton.

“It smells good.”

“Some people say I have the best pie in town.”

“Really?”

“Oh yeah, that's what all my boyfriends say,” she said.

“All your . . .”

She started to laugh. “Don't be so worried about other guys. I’m quite single at the moment.” He felt a touch embarrassed. Then came the next sentence. “And you?”

​“I . . . Am between girlfriends. Well, not literally between . . .”

​“Your mother always said you got flustered when excited.” She carried her pie inside the church. Paul followed the scent of her pie inside. He wanted to taste it now more than ever. There was a table in the vestibule filled with pies. There was a number next to each pie. That table was covered by old ladies, each hovering over their offering. One by one, they noticed Payton and gave her the evil eye. When all the guys like a woman's pie, the other ladies do tend to get jealous, figured Paul. Payton took no notice. She put her pie down in slot number thirteen. She opened the box. Several old ladies gasped at the sight of it.

​“Good luck, ladies,” said Payton to them with a smile. None of them wished her good luck back. Payton didn't need luck. She had a talent for using pumpkin spice. Paul noticed Payton’s hand was now free. What would everyone think if he took it? Well, let them think! He’d be a fool not to take the hand of the girl with the best pie in town. Paul reached his hand out to her. Payton extended her hand as if she instinctively knew he’d take it. He took it. He guided her into the church and down the aisle, searching for an empty pew.

​“This one is open,” said Paul.

“I like to sit up front,” said Payton.

“I think God can see you anywhere you sit,” he said.

“I don’t come here to be seen by God,” she replied.

It was more than her pie and beer that were loaded with spice. She brought her spice with her no matter where she went. He sort of respected that. He wasn’t a confrontational man by nature. Maybe he needed a little of that. She wanted them all to see her with Paul. Not Paul wanted it too. Fuck Ben Garden and his warning. Let them all think the worst. Only, the worst was probably the wrong term. It wouldn’t be so bad if they . . . Could they do that? Not here, obviously!

They walked to the front of the church and sat right in front of the pulpit. There were a few murmurs as they took their place. Payton might be used to people talking behind their backs, but Paul wasn't. It was one thing to get involved with Payton. It was another to get involved with her in public. Not that they were involved. They were just neighbors. But they all thought he was involved now. Okay, he was involved now. He was proud of the fact. When you’re a couple in front of the eyes of God, it's pretty much a sure thing. You don’t half-ass it in front of God on his night!

​The pastor noticed the two of them sitting together and seemed as happy as ever. Perhaps, because he was more interested in the moment. Christmas was his main gig for the year. Not everything was centered on Paul and Payton. The pastor called down from the pulpit toward Payton, “I see our parishioner Payton is in the front row as usual. Did you bring your pie again this year?”

​“Naturally,” she replied. The crowd had a mixed reaction. Paul sensed the pie was more popular with the church going crowd than with the pie baker.

“Same one as last year?” the pastor asked.

“This one's even better,” she boasted.

“Can’t wait,” the pastor said.

​She whispered to Paul, “I’ve won the holiday pie contest three years running.”

​“Oh, I thought those ladies were giving you the evil eye because . . .” he stopped his mouth before he said something he’d regret.

“Because why?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” said Paul, retreating to the safe space of vague comments.

The pastor took to the pulpit. He said, “This time of year makes one reflect. The Lord does not look at the same things that people look at. People look at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart of the individual. It is one's heart that matters most. There is no gender in the heart. And I say to all those that judge here on Earth, rather than let the Lord judge us in heaven, that there is neither male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus on his birthday, or on any other day.” The crowd stirred a little on that statement.

Payton leaned over and said, “That's Galatians 3:28, more or less.”

“Oh,” said Paul, not really up to date on his Bible verses. There wasn't a huge calling for people to be in tune with them in his financial world. Numbers and dollars mattered more in that world than people and deities.

Speaking of people, kids started to fill the altar. Paul was a little puzzled about them showing up until he remembered it wasn't Christmas Eve without a nativity play. It was the same story year after year. There would be no room at the inn, but plenty of room in the stables. There would be shepherds and kings and somehow a star that didn't move, whatever that meant. What baby Jesus did with frankincense and myrrh was anyone's guess. Probably, his parents sold it on the secondary market, like most baby gifts.  

“The kids are so cute,” said Payton. Women always like little kids, thought Paul. Particularly if they weren't their own. There was no better chick magnet than a kid. They outdid dogs in attracting a girl.

“Yeah, very in season,” said Paul.

“I always wanted a kid or two,” said Payton, reaching out and squeezing his hand. It was a hand that was a little confused about how that all worked, but he had a feeling who her planned father was, at least.

The play ended with the youngsters taking a bow. The choir then came out because the Christmas season also meant carols. They went with the classics: Deck the Halls, Jingle Bells, and Frosty the Snowman. They weren't exactly Christian classics, but the crowd loved them.

“I hope all this singing makes people hungry for pie,” whispered Payton to him.

“I'm sure that you'll do fine,” he replied.

“Then you're staying for the contest?”

He could hardly answer no to a question like that. If he didn't stay for the events post mass, then he'd be heading home to spend Christmas Eve in that cold farmhouse alone. That felt much less merry. When a girl who just pegged you as the father of her mythical kids during Christmas Eve mass, one could hardly back out of a pie-baking contest.

“Wouldn't think of missing it for the world,” he replied.

“I wasn’t worried about the world. Just me,” she said.

She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. Then she squeezed his hand. He put his arm around her. And they squeezed together in the front pew of the church and listened to the choir move from traditional carols to more religious ones.


Chapter 9

The pies had been carried over to the church hall for the official judging. The short distance between the church proper and the hall allowed Paul to enjoy the winter weather. The wind had picked up since they’d gone inside for mass. The snow was still a light dusting, but the wind was driving it. That choir made riding in a one-horse open sleigh sound like fun. The writer of that song must have never felt the wind shear on their jingle bells like Paul was feeling now.

He reached out and held the hall door open for Payton. She slipped inside. She must be cold in that dress, he thought. How’d women manage it, Paul didn’t know. She was quickly off to place her pie up for officiating. Paul scanned the officials. The only one he knew was the pastor. He wondered if he should stand by Payton or, as he scanned the whole hall, should he check out the other activities. The hall itself was bustling with activities. There was a silent auction, people selling food items (mostly desserts), and lots of crafts. There were a lot of people selling crafts for last-minute shoppers. It suddenly occurred to Paul that he was one of them. The question of the moment was what he could get a girl he barely knew, but wanted to know better. That settled things. He’d better go to the bother of shopping for a gift for Payton. Her pies could speak for themselves.

He stopped by a hot chocolate booth to warm up first, before trying to answer that all-important question. Paul slid into the hot chocolate line and dug out his wallet. Everyone was paying with cash, which was a substance that was practically extinct in the big city. Even the street vendors take Venmo these days. He looked for a sign with Venmo information, but was out of luck. Paul eyed a hundred-dollar bill inside his wallet nervously. He always carried a few for emergencies. He didn’t have anything smaller, though. He financially planned for big emergencies, not hot chocolate on a snowy night level of emergencies. No one was going to have change for that bill, and it wasn’t a one-dollar styrofoam cup of hot chocolate at any rate.  

“Paul Donohue, it’s been ages,” said the woman selling hot chocolate.

Paul studied the woman for a second. Her face was slowly coming into view. Only her face was holding a lot more weight than he remembered it holding. It was Debbie Flemming from high school. Images of how cute she’d been in high school flooded his mind. Payton was correct; he’d spent plenty of nights in high school thinking about Debbie. Then he had Debbie. He sure hoped Debbie forgot about that fact, because he didn’t fancy her too much anymore, and there was plenty more to fancy. She was hard to miss these days. It was hard to believe they dated briefly, only twelve years ago.

“Wow, Debbie, you look . . .Great,” he replied, he crossed his fingers that she didn't notice the slight pause in his voice.

“Was that Payton Riley I saw you sitting with in church?” Debbie asked, in a tone that made damn sure she knew the answer already.

“Yes, as a matter of fact, it was,” he replied.

“We all knew she was one, but I never suspected you of being one,” Debbie replied.

“I've been Payton's neighbor my whole life,” he reminded her.

“Of course, I meant . . .”

“She's just being neighborly and helping me out due to my mother's death,” he explained.

Debbie covered her mouth as if she were embarrassed. Paul wasn't feeling the act, but he went along. “Oh, I forgot. Sorry to hear the news.” Debbie’s eyes searched his hands for a ring. Paul moved his hands nervously. Mother had never liked Debbie. She'd respected Payton and thrown shade at Debbie; maybe mother did know best.

“Paul, you know, maybe we could get together after the holidays. As you remember, I’m quite the soother of broken hearts,” said Debbie.

“Oh, I’d hate to impose on your family.”

“Divorced, two kids, and you?” she had asked it so casually.

“I’m just looking to get a hot chocolate,” he replied.

“Hot chocolate, indeed,” she hit him on the arm while saying that.

Paul flashed his hundred at Debbie, “This is all I have, unfortunately.”

“Here, have one on the house,” said Debbie, offering a cup.

“Thanks, and I’ll see if I can open up that schedule, so we can get together,” said Paul, taking it and quickly making his escape.

He heard Debbie no too subtly whisper, “Never pegged Paul as a fag.”

Okay, so Ben was correct, people would talk. Not everyone was as forgiving as the Pastor. If Debbie thought his choosing Payton over her was due to his sexual orientation, Paul was okay with that. It saved making excuses for why he never called her to get together. Paul had to expect it from more people. It didn't matter what they thought because nothing was exactly going on between him and Payton. If he wanted something to go on . . . He should get that present.

He wandered the crafts. There were a lot of knitted articles for sale. Paul never found knitted clothes all that warm. There were too many holes in them. The next booth was offering wooden ducks that probably wouldn't appeal to Payton. No, he needed something special. He needed something with a touch of spice. He passed a wicker basket booth and concluded Payton was so spicy she'd set that on fire.

There didn't appear to be anything appropriate anywhere for the girl who had something special to offer. He sipped his hot chocolate and glanced at the pie, judging. The pastor was helping himself to each pie. Payton looked confident. Paul wondered who the other judges were. She’d won three years in a row, so when it came to pie, there were no prejudices.

He turned to continue his search.  He came upon an elderly lady selling homemade jewelry. It was mostly silver; it didn't look too expensive.

“Shopping for someone special?” the lady asked Paul.

“Sort of,” he replied.

“Female?” the lady emphasized.

“Supossively,” replied Paul.

“Pretty?”

What was with the questions! thought Paul. “She's not without a certain Celtic charm,” assured Paul.

“Oh!” exclaimed the lady, as if Paul had just given her the lucky lottery numbers. She then opened a little wooden box she had under her table. She rummaged through it. Okay, Paul was getting a little curious. She'd clearly been probing him, and he'd said the correct thing. If he was right, something rather expensive and targeted was about to be offered to him. That thing was a gold pendant. The gold wasn't the eye-catching part. The pendant had a Celtic cross made of emeralds.

“Emeralds, huh?” said Paul, not wanting to commit himself.

“Problem?” replied the lady.

“Aren’t emeralds unlucky to give as a gift?” he asked.

“Emeralds are a symbol of rebirth,” explained the lady.

The word rebirth felt like it was on the money. Payton Riley was an Irish lass who certainly had experienced a rebirth. She was better for it. The whole community was, including Paul. If he bought her this for Christmas, it was going to be more than a one-week thing. He couldn't get involved with a girl here. Train ride or not, the distance would be a relationship killer. Yeah, those long-distance relationships didn't last.

He mumbled, “How much do you figure you're asking?”

“It's over one hundred years old . . .”

“I didn't ask for its life history. Just the price, please,” said Paul.

“Four thousand,” she said matter-of-factly. It was worth it, and they both knew it.

“Do you take a credit card?” asked Paul.

“I wasn't expecting you to have four thousand in cash,” replied the old lady, taking out her card reader and attaching it to her cellphone.

Paul handed his credit card over. It was crazy to spend that kind of money on a girl he hardly knew. He couldn't help himself. In a way, he’d known her his whole life. Jeepers, he must have it bad for her, worse than even he thought.

“She must be a very special young lady,” said the lady.

“Not yet, but maybe she's about to be,” Paul replied.

“I'd better wrap it up for you,” she said. She placed it in the small box and carefully wrapped it. She added a bow, white to match the bow in Payton's hair. She handed it at last to Paul. He pocketed it.

It turns out he'd done that just in time. “What are you doing?” asked Payton, from behind him.

He turned to greet her. “Oh, just window shopping.”

“I didn't think they sold windows here,” she said.

He rolled his eyes. Then he asked, “How goes the epic pie battle?”

She pressed a sheet of paper and a pen against his chest. “A good question. We are short one judge, and the pastor thought you, being out of town, would be perfect for the job.”

“But I might be biased,” he replied.

“I hope so.”

She led him over to the pie table. Every contestant was lining up pie slices to serve him. There were a lot of faces eagerly watching him, hoping to please him. Frankly, Paul wasn't a dessert man by nature. He could easily push off from the dinner table without even perusing the dessert menu. Now he had at least twenty pies to eat. Hopefully, he’d only need to taste them. Although the tasting portions appeared rather large. 

“Paul, so good you accepted. We are in need of a tie-breaker vote. I hope your gourmet appetite is up to the task,” said the pastor.

He loosened his belt. Then he assured the pastor, “I'm willing to do what must be done for the good of competition."

First up was an apple pie that didn’t set the world on fire. There were two more apple pies to follow: Dutch and something with cinnamon. Neither wet Paul’s appetite, and could be dismissed. Now came a string of pecan pies. There must have been ten of them. Each one tasted about the same. There was nothing to elevate one from the other. Paul was partial to pecan pie over apple, so they had that going for them. Now came the pumpkin pies. Here was the thing: pumpkin pie was a huge deal at Thanksgiving. It even invaded the Christmas dinner in many homes. But Paul was not a pumpkin pie person. There was something about pumpkins that didn’t scream, make a pie out of me. There was also the childhood scaring fact that Paul’s mother made absolutely the worst pumpkin pie known to man. Even the cows wouldn’t eat it. Paul had once tried to serve it to the goats, only to discover there was a limit to what you could expect a goat to eat.

He put on airs of excitement about his face and shoveled spoonfuls of pumpkin pie after pumpkin pie. He was nearing the end of the pies. He glanced at his official scorecard. He wasn’t doing much to alleviate a deadlock as he’d scored everything nearly the same. He hadn’t loved any of them. Well, he knew he wasn’t a desert person. He was down to the last two pies. It occurred to him at that moment that the pastor would save the deadlocked pies for last. The tastiest dessert in the room came over to him, holding a dish with her pumpkin spice pie.

Payton put a fork in it and said, “Open wide.”

“That’s not fair, we’re not supposed to fork the pies for the judges,” said one of the other contestants.

“There is no rule against it,” said the pastor.

If it wasn’t against the rules, then Paul was willing to open wide and let Payton put her best effort deep inside his mouth. He slid Payton's warm pumpkin pie off the fork and into his mouth with his tongue. His mouth exploded with flavor. His attitude toward pumpkin pie was changing. It just went to show that when the right pie comes along, a man will always be interested in it, no matter what flavor.

“Well, what do you think?” asked Payton.

“I have one more to judge,” said Paul.

Debbie came forward. She was now wearing a cat print apron. Debbie said to him, “Paul, I know how you love to eat my pie.”

Paul shifted uncomfortably. Debbie shoved her way toward him. She had her fork cocked and loaded. What was at the end of her fork was a pie he hadn't seen in years. She had a slice of homemade rhubarb pie. Paul eyed it with interest.

“It's pumpkin spice rhubarb pie,” explained Debbie. Rhubarb shoots were long, hard, and sour. But if a girl added just the right spice, it went down a man’s throat smooth. The pumpkin-spiced rhubarb pie had Paul thinking that some cooks were too into thinking about if they could, they never bothered to think about if they should. Paul opened his mouth and closed his eyes. That rhubarb pie hit his mouth. It was . . .It was . . .It was better than Payton's. How does a man tell the girl he’s interested in that her pie isn’t the best pie in the room? Worse, the best pie was a pie he’d had before? This was a tricky situation. Paul was forced to choose between his integrity and his heart. All this with seemingly the whole room now watching in anticipation.

Debbie hung at his arm. She flashed her eyes at him. “Well, Paul, who is going to be, me or the tranny?”

Paul’s eyes darted to Payton. She was holding her pie up with confidence. She clearly expected him to do the right thing. The right thing for a man wasn’t always the most honest thing. When a man had to please the woman he was keen on, a little white lie was fair play.

Paul announced, “I have to go with Payton Riley's pumpkin spice pie.”

Debbie blurted out, “Fag lover, I knew it.”

“Now, now, no sour grapes at Christmas time,” said the pastor.

Payton squealed in delight. Debbie was nobody to her, and her words had no effect. Several contestants shot Paul the evil eye, though. It wasn’t just Debbie. The pastor stood there. He seemed quite amused with himself. Over the din of the room's reaction, the pastor whispered in his ear, “I figured as much. I hope I'll soon be doing your wedding.”

Wedding! thought Paul in a panic.


Chapter 10

After all the activities at the church, the snow was falling heavily. Unfortunately, Payton had driven separately, so Paul was heading home alone. Paul reached his driveway just in time. Another hour or so, the driveway would not be drivable, and he'd need to hike up to the house. Paul hurried from the warmth of the BMW to his front door. He shoved it open to find that the fireplace already had a roaring fire. He shuffled his feet inside and checked the weather app on his phone. It still held firm to its claim of just a light dusting of snow tonight. Light dusting, ha, a stopped clock had it all over a weather report. At least it was correct twice a day, whereas a weather report was never correct at any time of the day in these parts.

Paul felt a little lucky to make it home. Any patch of black ice and he’d be done for, given his lack of driving experience in this type of weather of late. He kicked his shoes off and sat in the chair by the fire. He eyed his laptop. He should really open it up and work on his clients’ financial prospectuses for next year. The financial markets, though, would be closed for the holidays, and next year felt a long time away when sitting next to a fireplace on a winter night. Yeah, it felt like it could wait. It felt like it could wait a long while. Only the people who demanded the prospectus often couldn't wait. In the city, everyone needed everything right now, if not sooner. There never felt like there was time for a pie-baking contest. Yeah, no one took the time to smell the roses in the city. Not that anyone could afford to grow their own roses in the city these days. A man was lucky if he could afford a balcony. Paul was doing okay, though. His condo was perfect. It had everything a modern man could want.

He heard his front door push open. Payton slipped inside. He remembered that there was one thing his modern condo lacked. It was an important thing that every man should have. She was dressed in snow gear and smiling ear to ear. She walked right by him without a glance, heading for the kitchen. It was typical of her to act like she owned the place by now, so he took no notice of it. Instead, he eyed her pumpkin spice beer still under the tree. He could go for one of those right about now. Communion wine had nothing on pumpkin spice beer for taking the edge off.

“I didn't hear your truck pull up the driveway,” he said.

“That's because I didn't drive here,” she shouted from the kitchen.

Huh? thought Paul. Curiosity got the better of him, and he moved to the front door. Standing next to the front porch were a pair of cross-country skis. He knew he had driven a bit slow and carefully, but did she really have time to rush home, change, and ski over? The answer was obviously yes. When a woman skis over to your place on a snowy night, it gets a man wondering if she plans on spending the whole night.

“A bit late for skiing, isn't it?” he asked.

“I was thinking about having a nightcap,” she said, walking out of the kitchen with a tray holding two glasses and a bottle. Her winter jacket was off, along with her gloves and hat. She was wearing tight Lyra ski pants and a tight Santa sweater that read, Ho, ho, ho. Santa sounded a bit judgmental about that. Surely Payton wasn't a hoe at all.

“I don't know, Payton, it's getting late, and . . .” He was having trouble finding an and to add. The truth was, he was happy she was here. But a single man and a single woman together at this hour . . .Well, nightcaps tend to lead to things. They might be things he couldn't handle. What if he couldn't handle it? Maybe it was different with a girl like her. Maybe it wouldn't be good. He wanted to so badly, but what if? It was silly to be afraid.

“Nonsense, we have to celebrate my victory,” she said, putting the tray on top of his laptop. She popped the screw cap on the bottle. That was never a great sign that you were in for a great wine. Well, it was the only bottle being offered, and he was more interested in who was offering than what was offered anyway. She's a keeper. She's an absolute keeper. There's no way you won't like it. A man would have to be a fag not to like being with a girl like Payton. Well . . .He was sure he knew what he had meant by that remark, now that he thought about it.

She handed him a glass of the bubbly. Then she picked up her glass. She asked, “Shall we toast to my sweeping victory in the holiday pie clash?”

“Let's,” he replied.

They clanked glasses. She raised it to her lips, but she didn’t drink yet.  “You let me win, didn't you?” she asked.

“How could I not?” he said in defense of his vote.

She clanked her glass against his again, and then she drank. Paul raised his own glass. He took a sip and nearly spit it out. “What is this?”

“Pumpkin Spice Apple Jack, it’s an old family recipe,” she replied.

Of course, what else would she serve him? “It's an unusual taste.”

“People say that about me all the time,” she said.

“Really?”

“Would you like to taste me to find out if they're correct?”

“I  . . . I want to, but . . .”

“I don't usually do the butt first time with a man. A girl has to leave a man thirsty for more, right?” she said, slapping her ass. That bottom looked good in her tight ski pants. Her bottom was as tight as any girl Paul ever dated. There wouldn’t be a difference. He’d be a fool not to enjoy it.

She was toying with him. She had been toying with him since he'd first seen her in the train station. How long had she wanted to be with him? Since high school, before that, when had she known? He wished she’d done something sooner, back then. But then, he’d probably not done anything. He’d have been too scared as a teen. He was a man now. Yeah, fate had provided the correct opportunity.

He nodded. She placed her glass down. Then she went down on her knees. She wagged her finger in his direction, beckoning him toward her.

“I thought I was tasting you?” he said.

“Naughty boy,” she said, as she unzipped his pants. She fished inside for his growing expectation. She gently stroked it to life. One thing was for sure: his cock didn't know the difference between Payton and any other girl. Hot lips were hot lips. She stuck her tongue in her cheek as she shook his manhood. She was looking up at him with her big brown eyes. She batted her long lashes twice and finally opened up.

She sucked his cockhead. Slowly, his snake slithered into her moist oral cavity. He didn't like to brag, but his cock was more than a mouthful. Well, for most girls that is. Payton had no problem gagging it like a champ. Her warm saliva dribbled on his full ball sack. If she kept this up for long, his ball sack wasn't going to stay full for long. What was about to erupt from it wasn't exactly pumpkin spice, but every pie craved it just the same. Maybe more. Yeah, a man knew he was hooked when he found the pie that craved his pumpkin spice. He wasn't inside Payton's pie, but any port in a storm was good enough for his sailor.

“Oh, it's so good,” he praised her.

She had that look in her eyes like she already knew how good she was. There must be something about sporting your own that instinctively gives you a leg up on the average woman in sucking a man's cock.

He placed his hand on her head. He then forced her down hard on his cock. She gagged hard. He started moving his hips, mouth fucking her for all she was worth. She took it like a champ. She gagged, but did struggle under his guidance. Nothing makes a man feel like a man like a woman who knows how to please him. If she kept up the pleasing at this rate, it was going to be snowing inside and out tonight.

“Fuck!” exclaimed Paul, as his loins emptied their manhood mana deep into her throat. He released his guiding hand, and she came off his cock. She didn't cough up her gifts. Instead, she swallowed hard. She then grabbed a bottle of that pumpkin-spiced beer. She popped the top off and guzzled the whole beer down. Apparently, nothing went better with pumpkin sliced beer than the jizz of man.

“Oh my, you certainly know how to show a girl a good time,” said Payton.

Paul moved toward her. He embraced her, pulling her body against his. He had wanted to feel her since the moment he'd seen her. There was nothing like the feel of a woman, her soft skin on skin against your hard body. Payton gave him a coy smile. Then she kissed him hard on the lips. His hands squeezed down on her hard ass. He pulled her cheeks apart. He’d just arrived, but he was up to a second helping already. That bottom was begging to be opened all the way.

She slapped his hand. “One shouldn’t feel there presents, trying to guess what’s inside on Christmas Eve.”

“Can’t we open just one present the night before?” he begged.

“Sorry, but I’m a Christmas traditionalist,” she teased. He didn't get what he hoped for next. She pulled away from him. She had to be teasing him since they started. It only drove him more into her trap. She had charm, and he couldn’t fight against him. She’d now skinned and gutted that poor fish on a hook. She had to feel the desire as surely as he did. They were meant to be one tonight.

“It's Christmas Day somewhere in the world,” he said. She giggled. Then she started to put on her winter gloves. She wasn't kidding. She'd sucked him off, and now she was leaving. “No one should be alone on Christmas Eve,” he said, begging her to stay.

She patted her midsection. “I have a million little friends keeping me warm company tonight already.”

“Maybe they want company,” he suggested.

She then laughed. She had such a lovely laugh. He loved seeing her happy. She slid out his front door, looking satisfied. Only she couldn't have been. There was more to do. He knew that now. He knew he had to satisfy her.

Many a man had gone to bed on Christmas Eve with visions of sugar plums dancing in their head. Paul only had her sugar plums to think about. Did he want them dancing on her head? He did. She was the best woman he'd ever met. Somehow Mother had known. He looked at her urn. She was watching the whole time. She’d gotten exactly what she wanted.

“I’m hooked, Mom, I’m hooked,” he said to the urn. Then he went over to the urn and kissed it. It was cold and lifeless. He should have been there more for her. And vice versa. Maybe Payton was his mother’s way of looking after him. Maybe.

He retrieved the last pumpkin spice beer and sat in front of the open fire. He wouldn't fall asleep so easily. No, he couldn't sleep just yet. The idea about what Santa would bring him Christmas morning wasn't going to be a surprise, but it was going to be just what he wanted. Everyone should get just what they want on Christmas.


Chapter 11

Paul slept like a log. Indeed, he slept until the logs in the fireplace were nothing more than memories. He woke to the smell of the embers struggling to survive. He opened his eyes and realized he had fallen asleep in the chair. Apple Jack and pumpkin spice beer were not exactly conducive to easy mornings. His head wasn't pounding, but his head wasn't completely happy either. He could go for a mimosa or a Bloody Mary, but that wasn't exactly in tune with the holiday season. He didn’t have any Vodka or eggnog. He’d just have to nurse his hangover a little.

He looked above the fire to his mother's ashes. That seemed at home up there. “You can leave her here, Paul. The buyer won't like that one bit,” he told himself. He agreed completely, and yet he knew Mother wouldn't be happy anywhere else.

It's not so bad up here. It was just a short train ride from the city. A man could do financial stuff just about anywhere these days. Maybe he . . . He couldn't keep the place. No, the idea was totally . . . Okay, not totally unrealistic. He could swing it budget-wise. The farm didn't need to make money. It just needed not to lose too much. But it only makes sense if he was going to visit from time to time. He came here thinking there was no reason to do that. Now he was worried there was a big reason. Payton loved this house and land as much as his mother. She loved Paul. He couldn’t sell that which his love loved. No, that wouldn’t be right at all.

He couldn't really be hopelessly in love. He just couldn't. It didn't happen just like that. It only happened like that in the movies. Only, he wasn’t thinking about wholesome holiday movies at the moment. He was hoping for a movie a little uprated. He glanced at the tree. Payton wasn’t under it, waiting to be unwrapped. It was such a shame.

He stood up and went out to the porch to fetch some logs. The snow had really outdone itself. It was a white Christmas with at least three feet or more. He took his logs inside and started to place them on the fire.

He had to face the fact that love could happen just like that. Last night, it was more than just lust. They had connected. It was more than that; she had him wrapped around her pretty little finger. There was no escape. Only that wasn't true. There was an escape. He was going to auction the house in three days. Why would a grown man run away from love?

“You can’t sell this place, Paul,” he scolded himself.

There was a little thing still left unresolved, wasn't there, or was there? He didn't need to know. He didn't want to know. It didn't matter. But maybe it did. Things felt so simple when you were a man overcome with lust. Then you come to your senses, and a man realizes that he let a trans-girl suck him off. He had liked it. He wanted her to do that again. There had been no difference, none at all. He’d expected a difference. Everyone made it out like Payton wasn’t a woman. Everyone had been wrong. His cock knew a woman’s touch. No one could fool his dick.

He picked up his mother's urn. “It is not that big a deal, mom. You see them all the time in the city. I mean, you didn't mind. Which was still a little odd to think about. Like mother, like son? We both really liked Payton. You set me up good, Mom. You set me up real good.”

He wasn't much of a farmer. No, it wasn't that simple. Life was never that simple. Yet some things were obvious. He was keeping the place. He fished his present for Payton out of his pocket. He placed it under the tree.

He then set off to the kitchen. There was fresh milk in the refrigerator and a few eggs. Miguel struck again. The man even worked Christmas Day. He'd have to pay him better wages if he kept the place. Yeah, this place needed looking after while he was in the city. Miguel could handle that.

He cracked the eggs and proceeded to make an omelet. He should probably give all his employees a Christmas bonus. He wondered what the going rate was. He was out of his element up here. Back home, he knew how much even the janitor was given in Christmas bonuses.

He placed his omelet on a plate and carried it out to the fire. The logs had been lit by last night's embers and were starting to knock the morning chill from the air. Now he had a solid roaring fire on this Christmas morning. He had more than that. He had a farm, workers, and a girlfriend . . . It all felt expensive. How much was he willing to spend to keep all this?

“It would never work. I was meant to live in the city,” he assured himself.

No one in the room agreed with him. He had spent so much of his life waiting to leave this place, he couldn't really want to stay. And yet he did.

He heard the front door open. No sound in his life made him want to stay in this house more. That is, so long as she stayed here with him. He turned to the front door, and she was standing there in the doorway. She was silhouetted by the light from outside. Though he couldn't see her face, her curves were unmistakable.

“Merry Christmas,” he greeted her.

“I'm a happy holidays type of girl,” she replied, closing the door behind her.

“Oh,” he said.

“As much as I love Christmas, I like to keep as many days as possible merry and gay,” she explained.

“Makes sense to me,” said Paul, warming up to the idea. He then glanced over at the tree. He nodded his head in the general direction and said, “I spied a present under the tree for you.”

“Santa shouldn't have,” she replied. She didn't sound like she meant it. No, she wanted a present. A woman knows a man likes her by the attention he gives her. No man could land a girl by forgetting her on Christmas. She went under the tree to retrieve it. In that instant, Paul had exactly what he wanted under the tree. Never let it be said Santa doesn't deliver the goods. These goods were better than most.

She carefully unwrapped it. She didn't exclaim or make any noise. She just stared at it. “Paul, this must have cost a fortune.”

“The price doesn't matter,” he replied.

“But . . .”

“I said it doesn't matter.”

“Could you put it on me?” she asked. The answer could only be yes. He bought it for her to wear and only her. He slipped it around her delicate neck and fastened the clasp.

“I think mother kept a mirror in the hallway if you want to see how it looks,” he said. He didn't have to give her directions. She knew the house better than Paul. She was moving instinctively toward the mirror. She stood there admiring her gift, as Paul did the same.

“It suits you,” he said.

“I don't know,” she replied. Then she removed her sweater. The pendant fell between her ample bosom, held in place by her white lace bra. “There, that is much better. A proper pendant should fall where you want a man's eyes to give it attention.”

“That's not the only place my eyes have their attention,” he replied.

“Do you think you can handle it?” she replied, pulling out a small jar.

“What's that?” he asked.

“Pumpkin spice. It makes everything taste better,” she explained.

“I think I need to find that out for myself,” Paul replied.

“Well,” she said. Then she started to remove her snow pants. She was wearing panties as white as the newly fallen Christmas snow underneath. Her little soldier boy was giving a slight rise beneath them. Maybe it was a soldier girl. Paul wasn't up on his genre. That it was up was the important thing. She tugged her panties to the side, and it came out to greet him. He didn't really know what to expect. It's not like he hadn't seen one before. Only a girl's cock, it was small and rather innocent looking. Really, it suited her just fine.

She opened the jar of pumpkin spice and started to rub it on. He felt like that was his job. Although, come to think of it, his job was clearly to clean that little girl cock off. He dropped to his knees. It was the easiest job he'd ever signed up for. She slowly moved toward him. She was being cautious, as if she didn't know, even now, if he could go all the way. Her doubt only fueled his desire to prove to her, he could be her man. He reeled her in. Grasping her buttocks and drawing that little dick toward his eager mouth. If a man has to be a cock sucker to land his girl, Paul was determined to be the best cock sucker he could be. He popped her girlhood into his mouth. The pumpkin spice exploded in his mouth. Nothing says happy holidays like cock and pumpkin spice. A better combination had never been discovered. He sucked that spice off her. She was hardly a mouthful. He didn't even gag fitting it all in. Her shaved balls happily played on his chin as he slurped up her holiday juices.

“Does it taste good?” she asked.

“Better than I dreamed it would last night,” he said.

“You dreamed of us together?”

“Of course, you're the only sugar plum fairy in my life, and I planned to keep you there.”

“How?”

He spun her around. He applied gentle pressure to the small of her back. She yielded to his masculine touch. A good man sucks his gal, but he finishes her off like any woman should be finished. Those panties tugged to the floor with ease, revealing the pinkest hole he'd ever seen. No man can resist the lure of pink. Not when it's both hot and wet. This one wasn't either, yet.

He stuck three fingers in the pumpkin spice jar. Nothing eased the pumping of a pink hole like pumpkin spice. He lubed that hole down. First with one finger, then two, finally gaping that pink treat three fingers deep.

“Oh, Paul, it feels so good.”

She was down on all fours now with her better half pointing toward his business end. He pulled his own manhood out of his Christmas pajamas. He pressed it against her thirsty hole. It gobbled his cock up like a Christmas cracker.

‘It's so big,” she said.

He wasn't even all the way inside her yet. He moved his hips, driving home the point. Now she started to move with him. She was grinding her bare bottom down on his shaft. Her hole was as warm and inviting as any woman's. Heck, it was tighter than most. Now he started to slide in and out as she ground. They became one mass moving toward a common goal. The only question remaining is who would burst with holiday cheer first.

And then that question was answered. Payton popped. Her little girlhood splattered a little figgy pudding across the floor. Paul didn't know girls like Payton could climax like that. The idea excited him. Perhaps, it excited him a little too much because his loins burst, flooding her bottom land with his liquid gold.

Paul pulled out and sat on the floor. His body spent as the passion ebbed from him for the moment. She came off the floor. She looked at the pretty little mess that she had made and said, “I'd better clean that up.”

“I don’t know about being so quick about that,” he said.

“Oh, I don’t think your mother would approve of leaving a mess like that on her good wooden floors.”

“True, but we have a whole jar of pumpkin spice, and we’ve barely tapped it.”

“I don’t know about that,” she paused to slap her soiled bottom. “It felt pretty tapped from my end of things.”

“Paul stood up. He closed the ground between them. He embraced her. The warmth of her body took the chill off the winter air. He whispered in her ear, “You know what they say, the first Christmas gift feels great, but the next one feels even better.”

“I’ve never heard that one before.”

“Some things you have to find out the hard way.”

She took his hint and reached around to start massaging his manhood. She asked him, “Are you still going to sell your family home and leave all this?”

“I think you know exactly what I’m going to do.”

“Talk, talk, talk, I wish you’d start doing it,” she replied. And then he did it. He picked her delicate frame up. He carried her over to the roaring morning fire. He sat down in the chair. He slowly lowered her onto his steel shaft. She was facing him, riding him like a pro. She slowly moved up and down. He grasped those plump orbs of hers. They came out from under her bra. He squeezed them tight. Her Christmas present was tucked tightly between them. Meanwhile, his Christmas present was deep down between her tight cheeks. Up and down she rode him, while staring dead into his eyes. There’s nothing like the look a woman in love gives a man while she’s riding his cock. She was determined to milk him for every last drop, and he was more than willing to spill those drops. He was lasting a long time. That second throw of a love-making session always comes more slowly. She was making the most of it.

“I want you to know, I plan a June wedding,” she said.

“Should I invite Debbie?” he asked.

“You can invite anyone you wish, because come June, you’re mine body and soul.”

“Think I’m yours already,” he said. She leaned in, and they kissed. He burst a second time inside her. Nothing made a woman yours like planting your seed. Nothing made a man know she was willing to be yours like letting him plant.

The two collapsed side by side in the chair. They cuddled by that open fire, enjoying the Christmas company.


Chapter 12

The train pulled into the station. It had been a slow ride up. One of the tracks was down for repair, and they had to take an extra thirty-minute stop. Nothing feels like forever, than waiting to see that which makes you feel complete. Paul looked out the window. The fields were alive with crops as one would expect in June. The harvest was still months away. He checked his pocket. He’d remembered the ring. Things were going to go off perfectly.

Two weeks in the busy hustle of the city every month without Payton by his side was Paul’s penance he had to pay to keep the family farm going. Not that it was going very hard. He grew a little wheat and barley on the farm this year, which he sold across the street to a very willing buyer. He patted his pocket. He’d bought something extra special for this holiday season. He’d hide it in his old room where she’d not find it. Weddings were one thing, but he was already planning for next December. It was, after all, their second Christmas up at the old family estate, and their second anniversary upon becoming a thing. Marriages were formalities, something they needed to do to start planning those kids Payton wanted. Some Anniversaries were worth treating extra special, and Christmas one were absolutely no exception. He had in his pocket an extra special spice, all the way from India. The dealer assured him, it would win any pie-baking contest. H

He spent two weeks down in the city making sure everything added up, stocks and commodities-wise. Then he rode this train up to where he felt really at home. It wasn’t the house that made the family. It was the people. He’d never understood his mother, but he understood Payton perfectly. Somehow, his mother had known. Somehow, she’d warmed up to Payton, and because of that, it had happened. Was it fate? He didn’t know. But it was perfect. He couldn’t think of any other place he’d rather be.

He looked at the seat next to him. He had a little glass jar resting on it. It was filled with pumpkin spice. Nothing went better for the holidays than pumpkin spice in all the right places.
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