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 Jackson’s
Neighborhood


CHAPTER ONE

“Damn, Nat, he’s bagged another one!”

Jackson Bennett released a button on the beige
desktop intercom, waiting for his wife to answer.

Light static sizzled two seconds before Natalie
Bennett clicked her response. “What are you talking about?”

“The guy across the street. I told you the last
girlfriend moved out a couple of days ago. Now he’s rubbing around
on a new one. On his balcony.”

“Well, just quit looking, darling.”

Jackson peered around his laptop screen to gain a
better view of the neighbor’s love nest. The female wore a thick,
dark-blue sweater over jeans. She warmed her hands around a large
steaming mug. A shirtless male wrapped muscled arms around his new
lover. An eight-foot privacy fence did little to hide the hints of
leftover passion. Temperatures in the mid-thirties should do
wonders for this half-dressed couple, Jackson thought. Just go
back to bed, people.

Jackson’s second-story home office provided an
uncompromising view of his neighbor’s house. Indeed, the Bennett
residence sat near the entry to a small cul-de-sac of upper
middle-class homes on modestly sized lots. As the reluctant, yet
curious, gatekeeper, Jackson profiled the occupants of his domain
in between bouts of work and internet surfing. Seven additional
homes lay out of observation’s range from his oversized, leather
executive chair. Twice-a-day walks to the landscaped island at the
west end with Gordon, the Bennetts’ Scottish terrier, kept him
apprised of other neighborly activities.

The phone rang and Jackson stared at the intrusive
handset. Natalie’s voice broadcast from the box, “I’ll get it.
Please remain at your observation post. They may need a
witness.”

Choosing not to respond to his wife’s jab, Jackson
returned to scanning his favorite on-line newspapers, beginning
with The Dallas Morning News.

An intense longing for their home state grew with
each passing year. He and Natalie vowed to return to Texas someday
soon, a promise always waylaid by a new consulting contract and
more business travel. Twenty years earlier, a company buyout had
required a move to Virginia. An international merger followed,
phasing out Jackson's high-level position as VP of Logistics.
Independently helping companies downsize their employee rosters and
cut spending costs had since become a lucrative alternative. His
was an unpopular field of expertise, but he excelled at it and
remained in high demand both in the states and internationally. The
most recent job had taken him to Paris, France, for five
months--too long, he admitted, to be absent, even with the
occasional weekend home.

The Bennetts' haven, like many other enclaves around
Richmond, Virginia, offered a true sense of isolation from the rest
of the world. Dense stands of mature trees and thick, lush
undergrowth buffered each group of homes from incessant traffic in
between.

Ten minutes later, Natalie entered the office. A dab
of paint tattooed her cheek and black ink smeared the side of her
left hand--byproducts of her latest job. Jackson reached with an
index finger and touched the streak of red paint. Already dried, it
proved resistant to flaking off.

“That was Dru. She wants to come home for Christmas.”
Jackson and Natalie’s twenty-seven-year-old daughter lived near
Raleigh, North Carolina, which was one hundred seventy miles
southwest of the Bennetts’ home.

“For how long?”

“A week. She’s driving up Sunday.”

“Didn’t she just move in with that new guy? Is he
history already?” They knew very little about their daughter’s
boyfriend. For the most part, Jackson chose to suppress his
displeasure at the idea of her moving in with a man she had known
just three months.

“No, they’re still together. You know how she is.
Didn’t exactly gush over her profound love. She did say Paul and
his brother take their oldest sons on a big hunting trip every
year; sort of their tradition.”

“Hmmph. He needs to start a new tradition. One
that includes Dru.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Natalie said. “It’s not easy
keeping my mouth shut.”

Jackson paused, glancing at the laptop’s page of
on-line news. “It’s selfish, but I was really looking forward to a
holiday with just the two of us.”

“I know. And we worked so hard for it, too. Sending
your parents on a cruise for two weeks was a major coup.”

“And then,” Jackson said, “when your sister
volunteered to take on your folks, that was almost more joy than
I could stand.”

"We are a bit selfish, aren't we? But, it has
been a few months since you've seen Dru. And I haven't talked to
her much since she met Paul." Natalie smiled. “It’ll be nice to
have a long visit.”

“Guess I just always want to make it up to you for
those times when I'm traveling. Been back a couple of months and I
still wake up thinking how lonely it always gets in hotels.”

At the age of fifty-four, Jackson was still boyish in
body and spirit. A few minor aches and pains nagged at him from
time to time, but he took care of minor annoyances with his
favorite libation: Crown Royal. Even the family doctor, at their
annual get-together, as Jackson referred to his yearly physical,
advised him to keep on “doing whatever it was he did.” Jackson took
the encouragement to mean continuation of two favorite vices: good
whisky and fine cigars. Natalie enjoyed the same pastimes, which
made life all the more enjoyable.

Blackish hair streaked with gray was thinning, but
Natalie kept assuring him there would always be plenty left. A
slight gut threatened but he managed to keep the worst at bay.
Jackson vowed to get it off in the coming year. He bore the weight
well on a spare six-foot-tall frame.

Natalie. He loved her all the more for her
independence. At fifty-three years of age, she was still a
knockout. Jackson thought his wife was downright sexy with her
shoulder-length light brown hair pulled back in a ponytail and
tucked into a ball cap. Blue eyes sparkled and a smart retort was
always ready. They laughed often and never seemed to tire of each
other’s wit or company.

He admired Natalie's high doses of enthusiasm
balanced by an artist’s personality. She could go a little over the
edge in supervising sometimes, although she often accused Jackson
of the same flaw. But, he mused, an uncompromising adoration for
her husband outshone all the little quirks.

Nearly thirty years of marriage, many months of which
Natalie had spent alone while Jackson traveled, had drawn them even
closer.

“Good heavens!” Natalie drew a hand to her face in
surprise. “What are they doing down there?” She focused on the
house across the street, spotting the man and woman engaged in a
close embrace suggesting impending intimacy. The home’s exterior
coat of bright blue paint illuminated the coupling even further.
Neighborhood covenants failed to invoke any sort of punishment for
poor taste in color; Jackson had researched the issue.

“See?” Jackson claimed exoneration for his
unintentional voyeurism. “It’s kind of hard to miss from here.”

“You’d think they would know they’re on exhibit, out
on that balcony.” Natalie continued ogling the escalating stages of
rubbing and nuzzling.

“Maybe they don’t care,” Jackson said. “Remember, I
told you his wife and kids left him a few weeks ago. I think he was
partying too much. He’s just having a little fun, this time for
free.”

“And how do you know all this?” Natalie continued to
stare at the couple below.

“Just an assumption. It’s easy to figure people out.
And a few minutes with Max takes care of the rest.” Jackson
referred to one of their elderly neighbors.

“We have work to do. Time to give the guest bedrooms
a thorough overhaul.”

"Why don't we just go to Raleigh? It'll be easier to
escape."

Natalie slapped him on the shoulder. "You're
shameful!"

"Guilty. I've missed Dru, too. Seems she's always so
preoccupied when we do get to see her."

"Yeah, but the last time we talked, she was pretty
worried about her job."

"This is one of her busiest times of year, isn't
it?"

"Not sure what's up with that."

Natalie shifted into planning mode. “The entire
upstairs will need a good cleaning. We’ll put Dru in one of the end
rooms. When Melinda comes tomorrow, she can dust and wash all the
linens.”

Jackson envisioned a vigorous last-minute tangle with
the vacuum cleaner, duster, and other "duties as assigned." He
could forecast the housekeeper, who came twice a month, would not
be able to handle everything on Natalie’s to-do list.

“Is it five o’clock, yet? I need a really good cigar
tonight.”

 



CHAPTER TWO

“The Deckers are heading out for a day or so.”
Jackson leaned forward, making his announcement into the speaker. A
spring in his chair creaked under the extended effort. He watched
the silver Lincoln glide out of sight, enveloped in a light mist
cloistering around the gateway of trees. He could barely see Dan, a
retired doctor, at the helm. Jackson envied Dan Decker’s robust
head of starched and coiffed white hair. Dan, in his late
seventies, still performed many of his own home repairs. Those
efforts compelled Jackson to be more fruitful around the Bennett
house. The two men often discussed ongoing improvements during
Gordon’s walks. He enjoyed their brief visits in spite of Dan's
references to Gordon as “Precious.”

Beverly Decker sat with perfect posture on the
passenger side, staring ahead with no apparent interest in
surroundings as they passed. She was not as outgoing and Jackson
imagined the Deckers' evenings were not quite as lively as his
were.

“Oh, did you talk to them this morning?”

“No, I just saw them drive by. Their car was
loaded.”

“Maybe they're just delivering something.”

“It looks like they won’t be doing much entertaining,
either. They didn’t decorate this year, like they usually do.”

“Any other neighbor updates while we’re having this
chitchat?”

“I’ll keep you posted if anything dire happens out
there.”

Today was similar to other days. During stretches at
home, he took on the responsibilities of paying bills and keeping
track of taxes on paychecks from the various business entities for
which he worked. On occasion, projects arose that he could handle
from his home office. He spent time straightening up Natalie’s
finances, which continued to require more attention. Her freelance
work had taken a new twist in recent months, with numerous
commissions for fine art greeting cards. The custom-designed
pieces, pen-and-ink renderings or watercolors of local
architecture, commanded a high price and she spent a great deal
more time on those than on maintaining her books. Her web site also
garnered growing attention outside of the local area.

Jackson adjusted wooden vertical slats at the window
for better lighting. Opened at just the right angle, they prevented
contrasting glare from blinding as he stared at the laptop screen.
Three-inch-wide gaps still allowed him to man his observation deck
unhindered. Most of the neighbors in their enclave were friendly
or, at the least, bearable.

A few he avoided, including the crazy O’Neil woman
who lived with her nasty dog in the northwest corner. Jackson
thought many of his neighbors were quirky or odd, but granted them
the right to think the same of him and Natalie. That was fair
enough.

Gordon also took a chunk of his time. The bond
between man and animal amused Natalie, who was just as enamored.
When Jackson returned from trips, he was always eager to take over
dog-care duties. They spoiled Gordon but also expected the
high-energy dog to behave, at least when it suited Gordon.

Jackson was not a complete slacker with housework,
either. While Natalie worked in her studio, he also prepared lunch
and maintained the laundry. They treated evening meals like an
event, although often they would cook individual entrees according
to whims and tastes.

~~~

“That smells delicious.” Natalie sniffed at the
chicken broth, which was thickening in a stockpot for Jackson’s
French onion soup.

“Can’t believe I haven’t tried this before,” Jackson
said. “I practically lived on it in Paris; the other choices were
pretty bad.”

Natalie rolled three corn tortillas in a fiery
homemade salsa and filled each with chicken, cheese, and green
peppers. The pre-heated oven had just beeped, waiting for her
enchilada casserole.

Spacious counters, including a center island topped
by a grayish-black speckled slab of granite, allowed plenty of room
for their individual areas of expertise. Jackson handled chopping,
dicing, cutting, and slicing. In addition, he took charge of all
outdoor chef duties, whether grilling or smoking. Indoors, he was a
master with the wok. Natalie navigated the tricky mix of flour and
butter for rich, thick sauces and officiated over all pasta
dishes.

Natalie's cell phone, tucked in a pocket, sang its
tune. She groaned and muttered a “not now.” She wiped her fingers
on a kitchen towel. “Oh, it’s Dru.”

Her voice was cheerful. “Hi, honey. Your dad and I
are excited about your visit.”

Natalie held the phone closer to her ear and
listened. Her lips formed a closed cone. Jackson turned away from
his stovetop duties, sensing the conversation was not taking a
favorable turn.

“How many?” Natalie’s eyebrows tilted upward.
“Two of them?”

Jackson continued to watch his wife's expressions. It
had been just two days since Dru's last call and he could sense
some crisis was near.

“How in the world did you get roped into this?”

Jackson tried to grab her attention by waving the
wooden spoon in his hand. “What’s going on?” he mouthed.

Natalie turned away from the gesturing. “Well, it’s
done. And we have plenty of room, I suppose.”

Another pause as Natalie continued to frown. “You’re
welcome. Don’t worry; he’ll be fine.”

Natalie placed her phone on the counter. “Oh. My.
Gosh.”

She placed the rolled tortillas in a greased dish.
She flung extra cheese and diced onions across the top. Satisfied
with the arrangement, she eased her meal into the oven in
silence.

Jackson’s patience for the ritual ended. “What?
What?”

Natalie turned to face the center island and her
husband. “Our little holiday gathering has just expanded.”

“Just spill it, Nat.”

“You’re not going to be amused.”

“Everything’s all right with Dru?”

“Sort of. Not really. She’s had two of Paul’s kids
foisted on her for Christmas.”

“And she’s bringing them here?”

“I don’t think Dru’s too crazy about the idea,
either.”

“I think she’s just crazy.” Distracted, Jackson
stirred his sauce, but stopped after a single swipe. “Did she say
anything about the children? What are they like?”

“Two boys, ages eleven and fourteen. Their older
brother, as you know, is with Dru's boyfriend. Thank goodness for
that, at least. Said the ex had just been appointed chairperson of
this important society gala and needed to spend the holidays
putting together her committees.”

“Sounds like a real emergency to me,” Jackson said.
“Can’t she get Paul to come home and take care of these kids?”

“He’s apparently out of reach on his cell.”



“In this day and age? No one is out of reach for very
long.” Jackson tapped his spoon at the edge of the pot, shaking
bits of onion loose.

“You’re right, of course, but I didn’t press. It
sounded as if she wants to prove her competence by taking on these
boys.”

“Unbelievable.” Jackson flipped on the stovetop's
downdraft and watched as an unseen fan grabbed at the steam. “Did
Dru consider just staying home?”

Natalie frowned, deep in thoughts and plans of her
own. “I got the strong impression she’s not sure what to do
with them.”

“Oh, and we do?” Jackson’s tone flared, He was
growing less happy by the minute. Clear visions of unruly hellions
storming his fortress and razing the walls took his imagination to
a new level.

“Well, let’s face it. Dru didn’t exactly inherit your
great sense of humor or adventure, which would be high on my list
of key traits if I were dealing with boys that age. She probably
thought there’d be safety in numbers. Us and them.”

“You’re right. We think we’re evenly balanced with
two adults to one dog.”

Natalie laughed, then added, “Seriously, Dru might be
out of her league on this one.”

“What in the world was she thinking when she moved in
with this guy?”

“I don’t know, darlin’. You can ask her when she gets
here. They’ll be here some time Sunday afternoon.”

 


 CHAPTER THREE

“What’s going on in the neighborhood this morning?”
Natalie plopped in a chair next to Jackson’s desk. She wore the
usual attire: black sweat pants and a long-sleeved T-shirt, both
covered in a rainbow of paint swatches. She laid a notepad and pen
on a corner of the desk. The top sheet held a series of
scribbles.

“Nothing much. Unless you want a current count on
loose women and our neighbor-boy.” Without waiting for a show of
interest from Natalie, Jackson continued. “He’s up to three since
the weekend.”

“Only three? Once again, male vanity prevails,”
Natalie said. “It’s the women who are loose, but never the
men.”

Jackson ignored her. “He kept the second one for two
nights. She looked a lot older. Arrived the first afternoon with a
suitcase. But day before yesterday, she threw it in the back seat
of her car and peeled out of there. It was about mid-morning.”

Jackson, recital completed, clasped both hands behind
his head. His shirt rose upward and away from faded jeans with the
movement, showing skin at his middle. It was a favorite, a gift
from Natalie: heavy blue cotton with gray cuffs and a rolled
turtleneck-styled collar. Embroidery on the front depicted the
Dallas Cowboys team logo. A navy blue baseball cap, emblazoned with
the words "GatorSports," was an almost daily accessory.

“I have a list.” Natalie indicated her notepad.

“Oh no. Another to-do list? We’ve bought extra bath
towels; washed all the linens. I’ve vacuumed.”

“No, this is a list about the boys; their names and
ages, what grades they’re in. Dru e-mailed it this morning while
you were walking Gordon.” She shoved the paper toward Jackson, but
he refused to look.

The handset on Jackson's desk sounded and Natalie
responded. “Oh, hi, honey. What’s up? Just got your e-mail a little
while ago.” She listened. “You what?”

Jackson studied Natalie’s face, seeing reactions
similar to Dru's announcement the night before. It worried him as
an odd foreshadowing rumble began just at the top of his rib
cage.

“I don’t know about this.” More silence as Natalie
concentrated. “What are their names?” She scribbled on the notepad
in front of her. “Ages?” Her tight-lipped response was
business-like.

Dru must be wincing from the heat on her end, Jackson
thought, because I’m sure feeling it here. And it is not
pretty.

“No, he’s not going to be fine.” Natalie
straightened, indicating she was ready to end the conversation.
“And I’m not sure I am, either.”

She allowed her daughter to make final comments. “No,
no. Bring them on. We’ll deal with it."

Jackson expected her to slam the handset onto the
desk, but Natalie showed restraint in the action.

Jackson said, “Go ahead. Put the stake in my heart
now and get it over with.”

“I can’t believe I said yes. Dru is bringing three
more kids with her.”

“No.”

“Yes,” Natalie said. “There’s another ex-wife in the
picture. Three more.”

“Five? The man’s got five kids?”

“Six. Remember? The oldest one’s with his dad.”

“Good Lord, does the man not know about birth
control?”

“I’m concerned about how Dru’s going to handle five
kids. She can’t know them very well. Said she’d only seen them a
handful of times. On weekends when Paul has custody.”

“Do we know how this last batch ended up as part of
our disintegrating holiday?”

“This is ex-wife number two. New boyfriend wants to
take her to Tahiti for Christmas.”

“Does ex number two know Paul’s not around?”

“Beats me.”

“Do kids not visit their grandparents any more? Why
don’t they just go there?” Jackson hoped Natalie would call their
daughter back and offer suggestions for alternative travel.

“Don’t know. We’re stuck now.”

“Just what is the ratio of boy children to girl
children in this herd?”

Natalie looked at the inked notes. “One more boy,
aged five. That's awfully young, isn't it? Two girls, ages seven
and nine.”

“Hell Week at the Bennetts.” Jackson played with the
mouse extending by a retractable cord from his laptop. “And what
are you planning to do with these kids now, my love?”

Natalie continued to make notes. “The three boys can
stay together in one bedroom,” she said. “Can you get the air
mattress from the garage? One of the boys can sleep on that. The
girls can have the bedroom in the other corner and share the
Pullman bath, of course. We’ll give Dru the front guest bedroom;
she can use the hallway bath. She’ll have a little more
privacy.”

“Privacy? Do you see privacy written anywhere here?”
He jabbed at Natalie’s pad.

Natalie pulled it back from his reach, unfazed that
Jackson’s world was crashing down around his moccasins. “Menu-wise,
a little more planning is in order. Pizza for starters. Let’s see.
Now, we’ll need several different brands of cereal, more chips,
soft drinks, candy bars.”

“Good, Nat.” Jackson still refused to face the coming
invasion with any hint of his usual good humor. “Can’t go wrong
there. Get ‘em wired on sweets, Cokes; make ‘em fat on chips; let’s
set a really good example and start with a Bloody Mary first thing
each morning.

Natalie defended herself. “Veggies are on the list,
too. Hot dogs. Hamburgers. And a roast. But, you’re right.” She
penned more notes on the white lined paper. “I’ll add vodka. You
and I are going to need it.”

“That’s just for mornings,” Jackson said. “I don’t
want to run out of Crown, either.”

“There’s plenty.” She paused and tilted her head.
“When’s the last time we threw a party?”

“Been more than a year.” Jackson felt like grumbling
more. “It doesn’t help when all our friends live in other states,
you know.”

“We do spend a lot of time just the two of us.”

“Yeah. And I like it that way.”

 



CHAPTER FOUR

“I don’t know why Dan doesn’t say something to those
folks in the trustee house.” Jackson spoke between bites of his
sandwich.

The breakfast nook was a cozy spot for lunch.
Off-white stucco walls brightened the space that spilled over from
the kitchen. A round wrought iron table sat at the center
surrounded by ice cream parlor-styled chairs softened with
black-and-gray patterned seat cushions. Natalie’s glassed-in studio
was visible through French doors on the right. Their favorite spot,
the cigar room, offered a vivid splash of greenery just to the
left.

This special retreat had begun as a sunroom by
design. The corner room faced a wooded break at the back with a
privacy fence at the side. Jackson had insisted on installing
floor-to-ceiling privacy shutters. The addition of a ceiling fan
and an industrial-quality exhaust unit kept smoke and odors to a
minimum. An abundance of hardy plants provided a tropical retreat
for late afternoon conversations. At the end of Natalie’s workday
in the studio, they were inclined to mix drinks, select cigars, and
settle into plush, comfortably wide chairs across from each other
for idle chatting, which covered everything or, sometimes,
nothing.

“Are they remodeling? It’s surely a temporary thing,”
Natalie said. A half-eaten chicken club sandwich rested on her
black ceramic plate. Mayonnaise, diluted by moisture from rinsed
lettuce, left thin white drops pooled in the middle. A side of
olives and julienned carrot sticks lay safely out of the soggy
path.

Jackson’s sandwich fared better. Mustard formed a
sturdier base, resistant to becoming a watered-down mix. “Didn’t
you hear them? They held quite a party last night. This morning I
saw bottles and beer cans all over the yard and in the street.”

The house Jackson referred to was at a direct left
angle across the street. For more than a month, he had watched the
comings and goings of various contractors: roofing, wood flooring,
and carpeting along with plumbers and electricians. The Homeowners
Association list indicated a corporate trust maintained oversight
of the house.

“Not good for the neighborhood.” Natalie’s mind
jumped forward to late afternoon when the dreaded tribe was due.
Dru had called just before noon. The car was loaded; the children
were eating. She expected about a four-hour drive, including pit
stops, from her new home.

“You heard noise?” Natalie continued with the
inquiry.

“About two this morning. I should’ve called the
police.”

“Have you even talked to Dan? Let him handle it.” Dan
Decker had been Association president for almost four years;
everyone else refused the job.

“I shouldn’t have to mention it. Dan must be aware,
just like I am.”

Jackson gazed toward the cigar room. “Wonder where
I’ll be at five o’clock tonight?”

Natalie waved her fork in the air. “Not in there,
bucko.” She popped an olive into her mouth and laid her fork to
rest. “Can you think of anything else we need to do before they
arrive?”

“Yeah. Head for the Bahamas.”

 



CHAPTER FIVE

“They’re five minutes out,” Natalie announced. She
glanced at her watch. Dru’s final call had come at exactly five
o'clock. “Get a coat. I want to wait outside.”

Jackson, too, counted the minutes. “Nat, what are we
going to do with these kids for an entire week?”

“I haven’t a clue. Movies, or shopping. We can visit
a couple of touristy places; maybe a museum. But think of these
poor kids. Their own mothers have abandoned them; their dad thinks
a two-week hunting trip at Christmas is a good thing.”

Jackson tried to find sympathy for the desolate
children, but failed. “You know, I’d give a major price concession
for an out-of-town contract right about now.”

“No fair!”

“Maybe I’d even work for free.”

Natalie looked around in search of the dog. “Where’s
Gordon? Did you put him up already?”

“Yep. I think this will be too much for him right
away. If anyone tries to tease him, there’ll be one less kid going
home.”

“He’ll be fine. Just keep an eye on him. Are those
headlights? I think they’re here.” Natalie forced Jackson out the
front door to wait on the tiled apron. As dusk arrived, outdoor
security lights sent a harsh halogen cast spinning across the
spacious, sloping yard. Smatterings of twinkling holiday lights
from neighboring homes passed in and out between waving tree limbs.
A light breeze, coming out of the south, reduced the chill. Still,
Jackson thought, we probably won’t escape Christmas without
snow.

Another horrifying thought: what if the worst
blizzard of the century arrived while they had a house full of
kids? Oh, great. One more thing to worry about.

“I’m going to have to get rid of those dead pines.
Maybe I can get some of the kids to help rake leaves this week.”
Jackson rallied at the thought of some volunteer manual labor. Six
young trees traced a zigzag pattern across the yard. Mounds of
mulch at the bases protected the heartiest from the elements. Two
sickly seedlings were not going to survive, while their siblings
had now reached heights nearing ten feet.

A black SUV--the largest of its kind--emerged through
the bottleneck of trees and took a wide turn into the Bennett
driveway. Dru waved from the driver’s side as she eased the vehicle
slowly to a spot nearest the entry. Within seconds, a multitude of
faces pressed against side windows, all eyes on their hosts.

To Jackson, the number of curious eyes, noses, and
lips equaled more than a sum total of five kids. Did they bring all
their friends, too? Or is there another litter we don’t yet know
about, he wondered.

Just as the SUV came to a halt, doors opened in all
directions. The outpouring of kids cooped up too long in a sitting
position spilled onto the lawn. Dru stepped onto the pavement and
stared at the scattering of children before approaching her
parents.

“Welcome home!” Natalie reached her daughter first
and hugged her tightly.

Jackson followed, wrapping his arms around Dru’s
frail shoulders and kissing her on the cheek. “You need to fatten
up, like your mom.”

“Dad!”

“Jackson!”

“Just kidding.”

Dru’s passengers began to gravitate toward the entry,
in search of warmth. “Okay, everyone. I want you to meet my
folks.”

“Let’s all go inside first, shall we?” Natalie's
invitation was gracious.

Jackson held the door while Natalie escorted their
guests into the great room.

Jackson observed each of the children as they filed
past him in a blur of blonde and brunette heads. The tallest boy
wore a headset, exhibiting no apparent interest in introductions.
The kid managed to roll his eyeballs in an elaborate upward
half-circle as he passed. A clear symbol, Jackson determined, of
what a bundle of joy this teenager was going to be.

Three boys and two girls; not a bad-looking group as
a whole, he thought.

“This is Natalie and this is Jackson.” Dru stood in
front of her crew.

Four voices replied in unison, “Hi, Natalie and
Jackson.”

Dru marched past each child. “This is Sara.” She laid
a hand on the girl’s shoulder, then moved on. “This is Josh, Colby,
and Andi Sue.” She paused and pointed to the oldest boy. “That’s
Brian. He’s thrilled to be here.”

Brian helped himself to the sofa and leaned back,
closing his eyes, embraced in a musical ecstasy of some sort. One
hand rested on the portable music player. A cell phone resided in
the other hand.

Jackson shot his wife a quick glance. Not going well,
here, he thought. At least the other four seem well
behaved.

He had spoken too soon. The artillery began with
voices from every direction firing questions like missiles into the
universe. They bounced toward the high ceiling of the beamed great
room and dropped back to earth making craters out of the now-ending
silence.

“I made Dru stop three times to go to the bathroom.
Do you have a bathroom really close?”

“Is Santa going to find us here? I don’t think he
knows where we are.”

“When can we go home?”

“Did I hear a dog? Can I play with it now?”

“That tree’s not very big. Don’t you know you get
more presents if you have a big tree?”

“Do you have any good movies to watch?”
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