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Chapter 1

Thomas never figured out what knocked over two of the boxes in the garage. Maybe it was the heavy machinery of the roadwork going on down the street, or the house settling, or a small earthquake. For all he cared, it could have been the Invisible Man. What did matter to Thomas was that he finally had to acknowledge the wall of memories he promised himself he’d sort through two years ago, and never had. His wife’s things, and what they shared as a couple he couldn’t bear to look at anymore.

He stepped out of his Hyundai and came around the car to kneel by the first of the boxes. A fist gripped his heart, but he wasn’t so lucky as to have a heart attack.

Please don’t close yourself off, Tom. The world deserves you.

The box was labeled simply “Xmas Lights” in his tidy handwriting. Left to her own devices, Cara would have just thrown anything and everything into random boxes, but he was neater than her. Sometimes, when they were having one of their half-serious, half-amused arguments over her tendency to wreck his neat kitchen, she would call him anal. It might have become a serious crack in their relationship if she’d lived longer. They were reaching that point, where the little things that used to be quirks were becoming bigger and bigger things, but they never had enough time together to really blow off some steam with one another.

But seriously, who put steak knives in the same drawer as the silverware?

“Monsters,” Thomas said to himself, smiling at the ghost of Cara shaking her head as he moved the steak knives to the knife block. The memory was so strong he could swear he smelled her apple body cream.

His trembling hands fell on the box. He lifted it, then had to set it back down again, the weight gone from him. He rested on one knee, his hand on the cold concrete now, heat rising in his eyes. All the Christmas stuff. All her clothes, what her sister and mother hadn’t taken. All her bathroom accessories, all her favorite books, her Kindle, her cheap knockoff tablet. Their old bedding stripped by him and folded neatly and tucked away into heavy-duty garbage bags, the silence of the house thick as tar. He’d slept only on the mattress for a month, then got rid of that too and replaced it with one from the spare bedroom.

All of her memories locked away in a corner of their house, waiting to jump out like the boogeyman. Gotcha, Thomas, those memories shouted gleefully.

Only there was no glee in his heart. He scooted backwards until his butt hit the bumper of the Hyundai, and he sat, leaning against the car and raising his shaking palms to his face. There were no tears, but he shook with the force of missing Cara. Of a life that didn’t feel like a slow, inevitable crawl towards the quiet, waiting grave.

And when he could look again, the boxes were still there, a mountain of them on the shelf and the two on the floor, like dogs waiting for attention. He stood up and walked to the box of Christmas lights, meaning to rear back his foot and kick the damn thing as hard as he could. But the other box that fell caught his eye. Written on its side was only two words – “The Suit.” “Xmas” was eschewed. There was only one suit it could be.

They spent an extravagant amount of money on the damn thing, money they didn’t really have, but that was the year the doctor called after her MRI and explained to them in a sober tone that they’d found the reason Cara couldn’t have children, and it was cancer. Benign, that first round, and she beat it handily. Back then, the thought of not having kids hit them harder than the cancer itself. Cara wanted children so badly, and he wanted only to give her anything in this world she wanted. That wasn’t to say he didn’t want them too, but being a mom was a need inside her that burned as bright as phosphorous.

The suit was a splurge, a relieved screw-you to a universe that would give a woman in her late twenties cancer. They both loved Christmas so much, their favorite holiday. Thomas was supposed to play Santa throughout December for a swath of work friends and their extended family, something he’d been practicing for, belting out ho-ho-hos in the mirror, touching his nose, and trying to make his nearly non-existent belly jiggle. The last was solely for Cara’s amusement. He’d be wearing a pillow underneath the cheap Santa suit they planned to borrow for the event.

They saw the suit at a boutique store when they were out window shopping on Black Friday. Even five hundred dollars off, the suit was still north of two thousand dollars, but it was damn beautiful. Plush white fur, red velvety material that seemed to absorb the light, a broad real leather belt with gaudy bronze buttons and a buckle, a beard so natural he would have never guessed it wasn’t made from real hair, and boots like no other he’d ever worn, supple and as comfortable as slippers. He had to oil them every year, the gorgeous paperwork that accompanied the suit said.

They weren’t poor, not with his good job as a traveling trainer for a medical database system and her job as an elementary school teacher. They owed a lot on the house, her hospital bills were mounting despite her insurance, and Thomas had some upcoming dental work he needed done that he’d been putting off throughout Cara’s cancer treatments, but they were paying it all down, squeezed but comfortable together.

“Let’s just go in and look,” Cara said. It was a calm, reasonable thing for her to say, but still waters ran deep and he knew his wife’s intention. If they set foot in that store, they wouldn’t leave without that Santa suit.

“Baby, we really can’t afford it.”

“Oh, I know. But it can’t hurt to look.”

“Cara…”

“It looks so soft. Tell me you at least don’t want to touch it.” She threw him the same sweet, innocent, hopeful look that could get him to agree to anything, from making humanity’s most awkward sex tape to driving six hundred miles to see the world’s biggest fork in Missouri. He’d agreed to both those things when she did it then, and he reluctantly agreed to going in and checking out the suit now, wincing at the thought of piling on credit card debt to their monthly payments.

But the suit had been some kind of incredible, the fur as plush and soft as it looked. It was heavy, like wearing three robes, and the hat threatened to weigh down his head, but the clerk and Cara saw him in it, and he was doomed.

Of course they bought the damn thing.

After some alterations, Thomas wore the suit to the Christmas party, then five more that year. The next year, he did twelve. The year after that, he played Santa for the city’s Thanksgiving parade, waving and ho-ho-ho-ing until his throat was raspy. God, though, he loved it. They paid extravagant amounts to have it specially dry-cleaned, and an overeager child ripped the band around one ear for the beard, but that suit became like a beloved relative when they brought it out every year.

But when cancer hit Cara again, this time malignantly, he only wore it once more, for his wife’s classroom when she was facing down her last month, the sweetest woman in the world fighting back the pain, smiling and cheering with the children she loved so dearly as her husband played up his role the best he could while fighting back the tears that threatened to spill down his face.

The end came. The suit went into the box, and it didn’t come out again.

* * *

It was Thomas’s boss and friend Saul who pulled him back from the brink of the worst of his depression in the months after Cara’s death. He was patient with Thomas’s absences and absent-mindedness on the job, and was a constant visitor, coming by a couple times a week the first month with groceries and takeout. Thomas got angry with him at one point about it, a blaze of rage that passed almost immediately and seemed so stupid afterward, and Saul took it all in stride.

“You’re not angry at me,” he told Thomas calmly. “I can see that. Anyone could. If it’s what you need, rage away. But I want you back at your desk Monday morning.”

“Why?” Thomas had asked. By then, his anger had subsided and he’d given up on kicking Saul out of his house and was picking up the groceries he’d knocked over. “You don’t need me there.”

“True,” Saul said honestly. He was a short, skinny man in his fifties with a bulldoggish face not exactly handsome, but carrying a lot of character in its wattles, big dopey ears, and his genial smile. He’d stopped dying his hair in the last year or so and the gray suited him better than the fake brown. “But you need something to do.”

He was right. They had an honest conversation then. Thomas didn’t want to be on the road for a while and Saul didn’t think he was capable of the kind of friendliness that the training job required. So they agreed on a demotion back to his previous job, a specialist in tech support. Saul was right. It did give Thomas something to do. Something to take his mind off Cara for a while. And even better, that year, Saul announced the company was going to be implementing gym memberships for all full-time employees, from the janitors all the way on up to administration. Thomas had no doubt this was for his benefit. He was also pretty sure that Saul paid for the memberships out of his own pocket, despite the older man’s gentle denial when asked. He made great money so it wasn’t exactly a huge financial hit, but it was still a hell of a gesture.

Now, two years on, that gym membership was indirectly responsible for the garage sale. Workouts were one of Thomas’s few genuine pleasures in the months after Cara died, the rhythm of the machines soothing and the presence of people who were friendly enough but focused on their own thing was exactly the kind of at-a-distance socialization he needed.

His clothes hung looser on him now, though he’d gained a lot of ropey muscle. In the early months, he veered into gauntness. There would be entire days he forgot to eat, or shave, or any basic human function. But with friends like Saul and his wife Rochel telling Thomas they worried about him, he began to eat with more regularity, and the workouts became less about tearing himself apart than building himself up. Now, a couple years in, Thomas knew he’d never looked better, although he still sometimes skipped the occasional meal or threw himself a little too hard at the weights when the ghost of Cara stood closer than normal.

With his earbuds in and rock or an audiobook playing, he could lose himself in the machines. That day he ran hard for a few miles on a treadmill as he listened to a Tim Curry memoir, enjoying it so much he forewent listening to the news on the radio as he drove home afterwards and put the book on instead.

That same book was why he went out of his way to not take the quickest route home. He felt comfortable, cozy, a foreign feeling most days and one he accepted with a blend of survivor’s guilt and deep gratitude, an odd conflicted combination. It was a cold early fall day, the car was nice and warm, and he decided to wander while he listened to the audiobook. In retrospect, he thought there was probably a garage sale sign that subconsciously drew his eye and made him turn down the road he did, but he was never certain later. It didn’t matter anyways. What did matter was that two blocks down, in a poorer residential area, two families living next door to one another were having a garage sale on their driveways. Thomas drove by, looking but not slowing since he didn’t really need anything, and by the time he got to the next stop sign, the seed had been planted in his mind.

A garage sale.

He should have a garage sale. Get rid of the Christmas stuff. Get rid of the last of Cara’s things, the way she would have wanted. She’d want someone to use all that stuff, not let it sit in a garage. And the Christmas decorations were too nice to let rot. Let someone else play Santa. Let someone else set up the three-table-spanning Christmas village or patch up the inflatable snowman each year or try to figure out how to get the light-up reindeer’s heads to stay on.

The thought hurt. Hurt bad. He wanted Cara in his life for two years and now he thought about shoving her out of it, but oh God, seeing the Christmas stuff on the garage floor hurt so much. Thoughts of her steadying the ladder when he was putting up lights along the roof, even if the ladder was plenty sturdy. Thoughts of her in one of her Christmas sweaters, stringing garland and lights around the tree, or retelling stories he heard a half-dozen times throughout the years about what each ornament meant to her family. About their one-present tradition on Christmas Eve, the lovemaking that would follow, at least in the healthy years. The cancer put a stop to that. Their last Christmas together, it was everything she could do to not get sick at the smell of the banana pancakes he made them. It was one of the few times she broke down completely about her condition, about the reality facing them both. She sobbed, because cancer stole from her the simple pleasure of her favorite holiday, and now Thomas couldn’t stand Christmas and wanted it gone, wanted it out of his life so badly he nearly shouted “yes!” in his car at the thought of selling it all.

* * *

Curt Trainor was the first person on the block to walk by as Thomas was pulling boxes out of the garage and putting them on the two folding tables and card table they used to use for barbeques and Cara’s infrequent pen-and-paper game nights.

“Having a garage sale, Thomas?” Curt called from the sidewalk, out of breath despite only living a few doors down. By his regular appearance, no one would have ever guessed he had a heart attack months before. In his late forties or early fifties, he was in terrific shape thanks to a life spent doing construction and handyman work, but despite that, an ambulance had come for him months ago for a few days’ stay at the local hospital.

His energy wasn’t quite at a hundred percent, but he still wasn’t usually out of breath like this. Thomas hurriedly set down the box he was hauling out and started down the drive. “You all right, Curt?”

“Huh? I’m fine, why?”

“You seem out of breath. Come get a chair.”

“Ohhh,” Curt said, and chuckled wearily. “Just walked a couple miles the other direction. I’m all right.”

“Well, come have a seat anyways. Catch your breath.” Before Curt could argue, Thomas clasped his shoulder. “For my sake of mind, even if you don’t need it. And keep me company while I haul all this junk out. There’s a lot of it.”

Curt didn’t argue, and trotted slowly with him up the driveway. “Garage sale. We need to have one of these.”

“It’s well past time for me,” Thomas said. “We have… I have so much Christmas stuff, and I’m not using it, so I figured it was time I sold it all.”

“All of it?” Curt asked, astonished. “You used to have the best decorations in the city.”

“All of it. It’s just taking up space in my garage,” Thomas said, not wanting to add that the memories had been clawing at him every day since he came home to the boxes on the floor of the garage, that if he didn’t get it out of his house, he was probably going to have a nervous breakdown.

He found a folding chair for his neighbor, and Curt dropped onto it with a pleased sigh he tried to muffle. Thomas went back into the garage. There were twenty or so boxes and totes of Christmas things, and he’d only just started hauling everything out. His wife’s things were also beside the Christmas boxes. He saw Curt looking at the word written neatly on each one of them – Cara’s. Saw Curt opening his mouth to say something.

“How are Tia and your daughters doing?” Thomas asked before he could, not wanting to talk about Cara or his motivations behind all this. And really, he did want to know. Curt, Tia, and their younger daughter Emmanuelle were there for both Thomas and Cara during her fight with cancer, and among the handful of friends around the area who still checked in on him semi-regularly. He thought Emmanuelle had moved at one point, but he’d seen her on occasion around the block, so maybe he was mistaken. He should remember where and what she was doing but he didn’t have much of a head for keeping track of his neighbors’ and friends’ lives lately.

Curt looked like he still might say something about the boxes, but eventually changed tack. “They’re good. Yeah. Maya, she and the baby are doing good. She’s going back to work soon and I think she’s ready for it. And Tia’s making Thanksgiving plans today. You’re invited of course.”

“Oh, I appreciate that, but I haven’t felt much like socializing.”

“Still. Come by, grab a plate. You don’t need to say anything to anybody, as far as I’m concerned. Use us for the good food and run away. That’s how I’d like to do it sometimes myself.”

That got a chuckle out of Thomas. “And Emmanuelle? How’s she doing? I should know and I apologize, but what’s she been doing since college?”

“Well, that’s a story. She and her college boyfriend, they moved to Idaho after graduation. He was some kind of civil engineer working on bridges and roads out there, but he got an offer he couldn’t refuse out in North Dakota. The oil rig territory, you know? That’s no life for a girlfriend. Not out there. She couldn’t afford rent by herself in Boise, not working in a bookstore like she was, and I had my heart attack, so it all worked out. Moved back home with us. I should grumble but hell, Tom, I like having her around. Makes the house feel whole again.”

“I’m sorry to hear the cause, but I sure can’t fault her for wanting to come back here or for you wanting her around,” Thomas said, settling another box on the table. The box. The Christmas suit. Everything else would need to be taken out of the boxes and priced, but that one he was afraid of touching more than he needed to. Too many memories. He was proud of himself for the way his hands barely shook when he wrote $10 on a sticker and stuck it on the box.

“Is that your old Santa suit?” Curt asked.

“You interested?”

“Shit, Thomas, you’re way underselling that thing. That’s got to be worth… I don’t know how much, but five, six hundred dollars, at least. Maybe a thousand. Is it cash you need? I could give you a loan. Don’t worry about Tia, I’ll talk her into it. Don’t think it’d take much convincing, considering it’s you.”

“No, it’s not about the money. I just want it gone. This, the Christmas stuff…” Thomas hated the way his voice went hoarse. “Going to donate her things and some other… other things of ours I don’t want anymore, if Tia or Emmanuelle could use some clothes or hair dryers or a Kindle or something.”

Curt studied him for a long minute. “I’ll make you a deal. A thousand dollars for all of it.”

“I wasn’t planning on selling all this for nearly that much. Fifty bucks and it’s all yours.”

“No. I wouldn’t feel right giving you any less than a thousand.”

“My mind’s made up, Curt. You and your family, you… you were there for her. For me too, and I appreciate that, but you were there for Cara, and that’s…” He shook his head. “You could take it all for free, if you wanted it.”

There was movement down the street. The O’Toole family, walking slowly in their direction, money signs in their eyes. Curt saw them too, and stood up, putting a hand on the Santa suit.

“Five hundred for all of it.”

“Fifty.”

“No,” Curt said. “Five hundred, and a deal. You keep the five hundred until New Year’s Eve. You decide you want the stuff back, you come to me with the cash.”

“I’m not going to want it back.”

“Son, I know you loved the holiday, but I understand wanting to get all this out of sight. After what happened to Cara… I get it. If I lost Tia, I’d be… well, I’d be wandering too.”

“Wandering. That’s a good way of putting it.”

“Yuh. But that’s the way I want to do it. You hold the five hundred. I hold your stuff. Then we talk after Christmas. And as for Cara’s things, we’ll take that too, but I want you over there sometime, and the girls will go through it with you. Make sure there aren’t any memories in there you don’t want to hang onto.”

Thomas swallowed. He looked at the boxes still inside, which was ninety percent of them, then at Curt. There was no one he’d rather the stuff go to, knowing it would be cared for by the Trainor family. “I’m not going to want any of it back,” he said again.

“That’s okay. I just want you to have the time to think about it.” Curt stuck out his hand. Thomas reluctantly shook it.

Sean O’Toole called, “Hey, Thomas! You havin’ a garage sale?”

“Sorry, Sean,” Thomas called back. “Looks like I just sold out of everything.”


Chapter 2

Emmanuelle loved her job as a librarian. She just didn’t like being broke. That part was a huge bummer.

It wasn’t like she wanted to be twenty-four and living at home. That had never been The Goal, that being to run a publishing empire, working her way up the ranks as a hotshot editor and maybe dabbling a bit in writing her own handful of great American novels along the way. Her professors laughed at this idea, but what did they know? They were teachers, not doers. Emmanuelle was a doer.

Or she was, anyways. One teensy-tiny problem with her plan. No one was hiring who wasn’t already linked into the editing system.

So okay, minor detour, minor change of plans. Her boyfriend Josh got a good job offer in potato country, and she went to work for a major bookstore chain. It wasn’t a bad life. In fact, she liked the bookstore a lot. There weren’t a whole lot of opportunities to move up, but the customers could be interesting and Emmanuelle loved nothing more than books, so it was a match made in heaven.

Unfortunately, her relationship with Josh was not. She liked Josh. Josh was great. Josh was smart and pretty good in bed – well, most of the time – and unlike her he picked a major that would land him a job in the real world. Honestly, what the heck was she thinking not going for her teaching certification? Bleh. Bleh bleh bleh.

But Josh was not the One and she wasn’t the One for him either. The realization hurt. They’d been together since their junior year. Four years was a long time to be in a relationship with someone just to realize he cared more about money than her. But the truth was, she got it. It was a great opportunity, and he would get to work with fricking trains, which was all kinds of cool.

Emmanuelle kind of fibbed to her parents. Just a little white lie. She told them she couldn’t afford the rent in Idaho, which was true if she was living alone, but she had friends in retail looking to get a place together, and for a while, Emmanuelle thought that was what she’d do post-breakup. But the truth was, she missed home. She still wanted to see the world but she wanted headquarters to be back in New Bainbridge. That self-admission made her feel guilty. Here she was, setting out to conquer the publishing universe and coming back because she missed her mom’s taco salads and the city library and feeding ducks at Covington Park.

But that guilt didn’t stop Emmanuelle from moving home, especially after her dad’s heart attack. It was like the universe was a coach standing near third base, waving her in, and she sprinted for it as fast as she’d sprinted for anything in her life.

The timing was perfect in one other way. The same library she missed was hiring. It was a part-time job to start, but her parents weren’t asking for much in rent, fifty bucks a month, a token offering more to appease their daughter’s desire to pay her way than any real need for the money. So she took the job, and hoped it would someday be full-time. Or maybe she’d find another nice bookstore to work at full-time. Or something. She wasn’t sure yet, and just a couple months after coming home, she wasn’t in any rush, as long as her parents were okay with it.

Twenty-four, and still looking for their approval in life. Oh well.

That day, she parked at the curb, curious why her parents’ garage door was open. And then she noticed not only was the big exterior garage door rolled up, but the interior one was open too. Nerd the Cat strolled out lazily towards her as she walked up the driveway. He was gray and white, with crescent-like patches around his eyes that looked kinda like glasses if you squinted hard enough. Nerd was mostly an indoor cat, but he would meander out into the great outdoors on occasion, usually looking confused and above all this fresh air nonsense before making his way right back in. She reached down absently and stroked his side. He vined between her legs, rubbing them before following her up the driveway.

The bed of the truck was full of boxes. As Emmanuelle drew closer, she saw neat labels on them in masking tape. All of them seemed to be Christmas things. Cool. Had her dad found a garage sale or something? It seemed like it was a bit late in the year for one, Halloween nearly upon them, just days away, but despite the chill, they hadn’t had any snow yet, so she supposed it was as good a weekend as any to throw a garage sale. Actually, the thought of being bundled up and drinking hot cocoa or tea while slinging old mismatched dinnerware and the half-dozen pairs of shoes she should really get rid of made her think maybe they should have one of their own.

She found more boxes stacked up by the door leading into the house, and called, “Dad?” into the interior of the home.

“In the kitchen,” he called back.

She walked in to find him seated with a tall glass of water, his cheeks red. But it was the expression on his face that worried her most, lost and almost forlorn. But his lips and fingers looked okay. Her mom said that was the scariest part when he had his heart attack. “You know not to push yourself,” Emmanuelle said.

“I didn’t. Much. Thomas did the bulk of the heavy lifting.” He brightened. “I walked a little over two miles this morning.”

“That’s great,” she said, sitting next to him and taking his hand. A sour expression crossed his face, but he squeezed her hand anyways.

“You don’t need to babysit me, honey. I’m okay. Really. Got a little tired by the end of the walk, and I stopped by Thomas’s place. He was getting ready to have a garage sale.”

There was a funny hitch to her father’s speech when he said, “garage sale,” as if he was uncertain about the words.

“This late in the year?” Emmanuelle asked.

“There were a lot of things not right about the whole thing. He was clearing out Cara’s stuff and the Christmas decorations. I suspect he was getting rid of everything that reminded him of her.”

“Oh,” Emmanuelle said softly. The words tapped into a wellspring of emotion in her as she finally understood the expression on her father’s face.

Cara and Thomas Brighton were relatively new to the neighborhood, compared to everyone else on the block. When Emmanuelle was a junior in high school, the couple moved in down the street, clearly madly in love. They practically danced as they moved their old worn-down things into the house, their first time buying a home. Emmanuelle fell a little bit in love with Thomas when her family walked over to introduce themselves and help haul in their things. He was tall and broad-shouldered, on the slim side but in a way that worked for him. He had a naturally brooding face, but he rarely ever actually was. Quiet, yes, but charming and affable, and he clearly thought of himself as outclassed by his wife, another point in his favor.

Cara was beautiful, inside and out. She was an elementary school teacher, and it was easy to understand why her class loved her so much. She exuded a warm energy and a relaxed vibe, and it took absolutely no time at all for her to become friends with both Emmanuelle and her mother Tia. Emmanuelle’s older sister Maya was in college by that point and never really got to know them, but Emmanuelle did. She always looked up to Cara. Until she met the older woman, she never much cared for the endless holiday parties and potlucks on the street, thinking of them as lame, but Cara, new to these things, took delight in them, loving to pore through recipe sites and cookbooks for appetizers and sides to bring. When Emmanuelle asked her if she didn’t think the parties were stupid, Cara gave her a genuine, honest smile and said, “It’s about community. And I think anything that tries to build a community without preaching or trying to push something on you, that’s a really wonderful, lovely thing.”

It floored Emmanuelle that she’d never seen the parties like that.

But the hits started coming for the Brightons fast and hard. Cara was asked once at a barbeque if she and Thomas were trying for kids, and she started to cry. It wasn’t a hard, emotional cry, but a few tears escaped her and she looked at her husband and nodded, miserable. He explained in the most gentle, kind tone they’d just found out she was diagnosed with ovarian cancer.

She beat it that first time, but it crept back, and to everyone’s horror, it ate away at her fast. The beautiful vibrant woman they all knew and loved was still so kindhearted and wonderful, but it was clear the shadows were catching up to her and she quietly passed away with Thomas, her parents, and her siblings at her side.

Thomas had never really recovered, and in a way, neither had the neighborhood. The parties were now far more infrequent, and no one had done a big Easter, 4th of July, or Labor Day party since. They still made an effort at Christmas, Thanksgiving, and the occasional potluck for someone going through hard times or as a celebration, like for Emmanuelle and her boyfriend before they moved to Idaho, but these were becoming listless affairs. In half a decade, Cara Brighton became the heart of that street, and it felt like it was dying ever since she passed.

Of course, no one was struck as hard as Thomas. He was still a kind man when caught out and about, but that wasn’t often. He went to work, he went to the gym, and he bought groceries at odd hours so as to not bump into people he knew. Physically, he’d never looked better, putting on some extra muscle, his face now more defined. But he also let himself go in a few not-so-subtle ways. He rarely paid attention to his hair or beard, which he never had before Cara’s death. His clothes too saw a downgrade. He still wore slacks, a button-down, and a tie to his office, but the tie was usually sloppy and the clothes seemed more frayed somehow, as if they too had atrophied without a woman’s care in Thomas’s life.

But what hurt most of all was the distance and pain in Thomas’s eyes. When Emmanuelle’s grandfather passed when she was fifteen or sixteen, there were a couple weeks there where the pain would send her into crying jags at the drop of a pin. Bu with the pain eventually came acceptance. She didn’t think Thomas had ever accepted Cara’s death. Who could? She was a diamond, such a beautiful soul the world almost literally felt darker without her.

“You… you bought all of it?” Emmanuelle asked.

Curt told her the details of the deal, and started the story over when Emmanuelle’s mother Tia walked in with everything to make turkey meatloaf. Tia and Emmanuelle listened, saying nothing, and her father took his time in the telling, his voice distant with emotions he was trying to hold back. When he finished, his hand went to Tia’s, and she took it, bringing it to her wet cheeks.

“They loved Christmas so much,” Emmanuelle said hollowly. “The way the cars would line up…”

“Thomas out there, ho-ho-ho-ing and passing out candy canes,” Tia said, wiping at her cheeks. “And Cara dancing in her elf outfit.”

Emmanuelle laughed and sniffed. “You and her baking together that first year they moved in. Oh my gosh, I haven’t thought about that in forever.”

“I think about it often. Especially this time of the year,” Tia said. To her husband, “I don’t know how comfortable I am taking all their Christmas things away from Thomas.”

“I agree,” Curt said. “But the neighbors were already coming around and I’d rather it be with us than scattered all over. I thought I’d see about one of those storage rentals tomorrow. Maybe get some totes for the things the mice might take an interest to. But that suit, it needs to stay here. We need to buy a garment bag and keep it tucked away where nothing can get to it. But I don’t know how we convince Thomas to take it all back.”

“Well… I think we start small,” Tia said. “Invite him to dinner some night.”

“I told him he’s welcome here at Thanksgiving,” Curt said.

“What about inviting him here for Halloween?” Emmanuelle asked. “Dinner and passing out candy with us?”

“That’s an idea,” Curt said.

“Operation Make Thomas Love Christmas Again,” Tia said.

“Hm. Bit clunky, but I like it, Mom.”

They high-fived, and Curt shook his head.


Chapter 3

The door to Saul’s house opened on a pair of strangers, two women maybe in their sixties. One was in a pastel sleeveless dress, the other a poofy-shouldered dress that could have come straight from the college’s costume department for an old-timey play. The one in pastel had hair that wasn’t so much styled as sculpted. If he rapped his knuckles on it, he wondered if it would crack.

“Hi, I’m here for Ariel and Zack’s engagement party?”

“Oooh, you’re tasty,” the woman in the pastel dress said. “You’re not related to the family, are you? Oh, please say no.”

“Um. No. I work with Saul. He’s a friend.”

“Then get in here and dance with us.”

“Oh, leave the poor man be,” the other woman said.

They escorted him into the three-story house. It wasn’t quite as ostentatious as a mansion. That wasn’t Saul’s – or more appropriately, his wife Rochel’s – style. But it was a large house meant for a large family. Saul had six children, all adults now, but he kept the home specifically for gatherings like this. It was the sort of place meant for entertaining, with all the bedrooms on the second and third floors, and the one bedroom on the first floor converted into a miniature arcade, complete with a skeeball machine Cara had loved whenever they visited.

Rochel had redone much of the house recently, the carpets a more functional burgundy than the off-white they had before, which led to Saul regularly cussing out the cost of having it professionally cleaned. Thomas would never admit this to Rochel out of fear of having his balls removed in a very painful, very slow way, but for the life of him, he couldn’t tell the difference between the old paintjob and the new, except that they added accent walls in the formal dining room. Saul said the new color was more of a salmon, but he too admitted the shade was so negligible that he sometimes wondered if his wife was putting him on.

Soft cheerful instrumental music played through discreet speakers, and the house flowed with people moving in and out of the dining rooms and kitchen into the formal and informal living rooms, as well as the backyard, though the chill kept most everyone but the young ones inside. Most stood, a wise decision considering the furniture in the place was chosen largely for form over function and could lead to hospital visits if sat on too long or in just the right position.

People were eating finger foods off small plates and holding flutes of champagne or wine, everyone in clusters, as though the party were comprised of tiny warring tribes. Already Thomas felt out of place and ready to make a break for it, but this was for Saul and his family. Much as Thomas wanted to go back to his house and not come out again, he’d promised his friend he’d be there, and Thomas tried not to ever break promises.

He found Saul and Rochel in the kitchen, talking with a few other people, including their daughter Ariel. He’d never met her fiance, but the man on her arm must have been him, a late-twenties guy with a neatly trimmed beard and a turtleneck and blazer combination that, while dated, he made work. Saul saw Thomas lurking and lit up, motioning him over.

“Let the man through,” he bellowed. “Tom’s contagious and none of you want what he’s got.”

That parted the seas, and Thomas shook his head. “I’m not sick, he’s just being Saul.”

They laughed politely at that, but he did take advantage of the gap, hurrying through and snatching up a plate on the way. The plates were some kind of wood, bamboo or something. Rochel wouldn’t have allowed plastic disposable plates in her house. The horror of it would have sent her into histrionics.

Where Saul could be called more interesting-looking than handsome, his wife was beautiful thanks largely to a number of plastic surgeries that left her with a smaller nose, more defined cheeks, and full lips. Beautiful, but at a price. They could afford it, though. Saul’s game of choice was the stock market, and he hit far more often than he missed, especially around the Great Recession, when he bought out his partners at the company and became the sole owner. He was an early curious investor into cryptocurrency too, and made another fortune at it selling out years ago. Nowadays he was content with blue chip stocks, wanting to keep his fortune as stable as possible for his children to someday inherit.

Rochel came from family money and nowadays was lived a socialite’s life, though at one point she ran a successful trio of coffee shops there in the city. Like Saul, she knew when to get out, and sold the small chain right before the pandemic hit, a bit of extraordinary timing.

Saul greeted Thomas with a fierce hug, clapping his back and letting him go. Rochel turned her cheek for him to kiss. He thought of something Cara used to say whenever they’d have dinner with Saul and Rochel – “suburban royalty” – and he smiled.

“Thomas, you know Ariel,” Rochel said.

“Yes, good to see you,” Thomas said, the words feeling stilted and plastic. He’d never been good at this, and alone there at the party he felt like everyone was staring. “And Zack, right? Congratulations to you both.”

They thanked him, and Ariel held out her hand, smiling prettily as she showed off her engagement ring, a hell of a rock. Thomas learned Zack worked for his family’s credit union, and smiled and nodded and said they’d have a bright future together.

Saul saved him from further torture by guiding him towards the food and drinks. “Thanks,” Thomas said. “I was flailing.”

“I noticed,” Saul said. “Thanks for getting a haircut and trimming your beard, by the way.”

Thomas winced. “Shit. I forgot. Sorry. Is that why I’m getting so many stares?”

“Probably. You look like you should be attending the Last Supper, not my daughter’s engagement dinner.”

Saul loaded up another plate alongside him, his having been swiped by his wife. He tried to point out what was what on the platters and in the chafing dishes, but someone caught his attention and wanted to know who put in his pool. His absence didn’t matter much. Rochel had amazing taste and although there were probably a half-dozen things that would make him think twice about trying them if he knew what was in them, he knew it would all be tasty.

Saul rejoined him and they broke away from the kitchen, Rochel approaching at speed with a beautiful brunette on her arm. In a plunging long-sleeve dress, she was one of the most stunning women at the party, and Thomas had no doubt who the intended target was supposed to be.

“You asshole,” he muttered out of the corner of his mouth. “This is why you wanted me here.”

“Not my idea,” Saul said out of the corner of his own. Then, louder, “Julia! This is him.”

“Hello!” the woman said, a false note of brightness to her voice as she gave Thomas a once-over. “Thomas, right?”

“Um. Yeah. Julia?”

“Like I just said,” Saul said helpfully. “Julia is a bookkeeper for the Heroux Clinic.”

“That’s the women’s clinic, right?” Thomas asked.

“That’s right, yes,” Julia said, holding out her hand. Thomas took it and shook, and Saul and Rochel shared a look. Was he supposed to kiss her hand or something? Oh God, he hadn’t dated anyone new in way too long and he had no time to prepare for this. He wasn’t even ready to date.

“Julia is recently divorced,” Rochel said hastily.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Thomas said. He squinted at Julia. “Or… am I supposed to be sorry about it? Is it a good thing?”

“For me, it is,” Julia said. “Him, not so much.”

Thomas forced a chuckle at that. “Sure.”

Rochel took her husband’s arm. “We’ll leave you two to get to know one another.”

“Have fun!” Saul said.

Thomas and Julia stood silent for a moment. Julia finally said, “The food’s great, isn’t it?”

“I haven’t tried any, but Rochel knows how to do a party.”

“Oh, definitely.”

More silence. Lots of silence. A man approached them, grinning, and Julia smiled back at him. He was handsome, rugged, and the perfect thing to excuse herself, which she did at warp speed, leaving Thomas there, relieved. He finally tried a bite of the food. She was right about that. It was pretty damn good.

* * *

Thomas escaped the party as fast as he could after that, not quite running but coming as close as its kissing cousin. On some level he felt like he should have been irritated with Saul and Rochel, but they meant well. Truth was, he felt worse for Julia and the awkward situation she’d been shoved into. Clearly she’d dressed up for… whatever that was.

He stopped on the way home for comfort food for dinner later, a small sushi platter from the grocery store closest to home. As he was paying, Thomas saw two familiar faces walk in, and a genuine smile creased his face. He’d just seen Curt days ago, and here were his wife and daughter.

Tia was a Latina beauty in her late forties who could have passed for thirty, if not younger thanks to her ageless face. She always seemed a little amused, thanks both to the natural upward curve of her lips and her warm personality. Both mother and daughter were short and slender, and could and did occasionally pass for sisters. He remembered Tia telling stories about that, and a young Emmanuelle groaning in embarrassment.

But she’d been a teenager then, and Emmanuelle was a woman now. It was hard to believe so much time had passed, seven, eight years since Thomas and Cara first moved to the neighborhood, but here she was, two years graduated from college and an incredibly striking young woman. The soft, pretty eyes were her best feature, he thought. Soulful. Like her mother, she had a playful personality, but lacked her naturally cheerful looks. Instead, she had something of the poet in her, at least in looks, contemplative, intelligent.

Those intelligent eyes took in the line of registers, then zeroed in on Thomas, her face lighting up. “Mr. Brighton!” she called, and Tia turned too, smiling. Thomas raised a hand in greeting, and swept up his sushi in its bag, absently thanking the clerk.

They met him halfway, Tia in a parka, Emmanuelle in a puffy coat. It had been raining and the chill in the air was only getting worse. He should have been wearing a jacket too.

Emmanuelle surprised him by coming in first with a hug. He was well over a foot and a half taller than her, and dwarfed her as she wrapped her arms around him. She smelled as soft and pretty as she looked, her sweet soap and stronger shampoo making him want to breathe it in deep.

“Um. Hi,” he said.

“The Christmas decorations got to us all,” Tia said.

“Oh,” Thomas said. He felt awkward and stiff as a board in Emmanuelle’s arms, but he had to admit, the hug felt good. Apart from Saul and Rochel, when was the last time he’d really been hugged?

Emmanuelle pulled back, sniffing, and Tia came in for a hug too. “You’re all dressed up,” Emmanuelle said.

For some reason, Thomas couldn’t tear his eyes away from her, despite her mother pressed against him. He’d seen Emmanuelle around the block infrequently the last six years when she came home from college and more often recently now that she’d moved back, but he’d never really paid attention to her, wrapped up in his sorrow. But damned if she hadn’t become a remarkably beautiful woman.

“Oh. Yeah. My friends’ daughter and her boyfriend were having an engagement party.”

“That must have been fun,” Emmanuelle said as Tia pulled back.

“Ah. I need a haircut,” Thomas said sheepishly. Blurted, really. Emmanuelle’s eyes were throwing him off. It was Julia all over again but this time with a neighbor’s daughter he definitely shouldn’t be staring at. God, she was a dozen years younger than he was. “That… doesn’t make sense.”

That got a grin out of Emmanuelle. Tia noticed, watching the conversation with a faint smile. When Thomas fell on his old friend, silence, Tia said, “Sushi for dinner?”

“Yeah. Yes. Comfort food. I always liked the sushi here. Quiet night in.” He didn’t know why he added the last, except that babbling seemed to be his natural state anymore.

“We just needed milk, but we’re really here to raid the Halloween candy aisle,” Emmanuelle said. “We neeeeeed candy corn. And some pumpkin spice creamer.”

“That used to be one of my favorites. I can do without the candy corn, though,” Thomas said.

“Used to be?” Emmanuelle asked. Then she widened her eyes. “Oh, God, if it’s dietary, I’m sorry, didn’t mean to pry.”

“It’s okay, no, no, nothing like that. Just… haven’t been much for seasonal stuff since…” He took a breath. “I am butchering my social interactions today.”

Tia smiled and reached out to rub his arm. “It’s quite all right, Thomas. You’re doing okay.”

“Thanks. Well… I’ll let you get to your candy. And tell Curt again I said thanks for… for taking all that. It, uh, it needed to go.”

“About that,” Tia said. “We’d like to have you over someday to go through Cara’s things. We don’t want to talk you out of donating anything, but we’d like to-”

“Just get rid of it,” Thomas said, cutting her off. “I… I’m sorry, but no. Get rid of it all. I don’t care what you do with it. If it’s an inconvenience, throw it away.”

“Okay. Okay,” Tia said, her voice a gentle, warm caress. He realized he’d been on the edge of panic, thinking about the Christmas boxes on the floor of the garage again. Shame filled him. They’d only meant to be kind.

“That was rude of me,” he said. “I should go.”

He left them there without saying goodbye, and drove home, fighting the urge to punch himself in the face the entire way. They’d only meant to be kind to him and he panicked.

At home, Thomas tossed the sushi in the fridge, grabbed a bottle of beer, and collapsed on the couch, still in his nice clothes from the party. Saul called, and he cheerfully ignored it, letting his friend try to explain away the setup to a machine. He put on a game, drank most the beer with his head propped on the arm of the couch, and was contemplating getting a second when someone knocked.

“Just a minute,” he called. If it was Saul, he was going to upend the rest of the beer on his head. That thought pleased him, and he stood up, bottle in hand.

But it wasn’t Saul. It was, of all people, Emmanuelle, and she was alone, grinning up at him with a grocery bag dangling off one hand. Thomas could tell even without looking what was in it. Pumpkin spice creamer.

She pushed past him without invitation. “Mom and I got you some creamer. I’ll put it away and you finish that off and put your shoes back on. You’re coming with me.”

“What?” he asked, nonplussed.

“The correct interrogative word is ‘where,’ not ‘what.’”

“Huh?”

She laughed and sailed into his kitchen. Oh God, the dishes, he was usually so neat but he hadn’t done dishes in days. Why would he? He hadn’t expected company. He never had company.

Emmanuelle stood in there, looking around, then went to the fridge and put the creamer inside. She’d changed, he was pretty certain of that. Her jeans hadn’t been so dark at the store, and maybe it was his imagination, but they sure seemed a hell of a lot tighter. Realizing he was staring at Emmanuelle’s ass, he looked away quickly.

Only twenty-four. Only twenty-four.

She turned towards him, and his eyes fell almost of their own accord to her cashmere sweater, to her perky breasts underneath, and back up again. He felt horrified. This whole day was him not so much crawling through a minefield as sprinting through it.

“If this is about me sorting through Cara’s things…”

She shook her head, her smile losing its playfulness but staying warm. “No. We’re not going to push you on that, but we are keeping all of it for when you’re ready to go through it.” When he opened his mouth to argue, she added quickly, “Just humor us. Repayment for the pumpkin spice creamer.”

“I didn’t ask for the creamer.”

“I know. We’re awesome, aren’t we?” She shot forward and grabbed him by the waist. He let himself be turned around and marched towards the door. “Come on. Come on come on come on.”

“Where?’

“Oh, let it be a surprise. You need a surprise and I need to give someone a surprise. Okay?”

“Um. Okay? Let me just… yeah.”

Utterly and wildly confused, he slid back on his loafers, locked up the house, and walked with Emmanuelle to her car, an aging Volkswagen. The springs gave a rusty hello when they slid in, and she reached in the backseat for a plastic tub of candy corn and pumpkins.

“Okay, in order to repay me in advance for what’s about to happen, you have to have one handful of candy corn,” Emmanuelle said.

“What?” he asked. “Look, I… I appreciate whatever this is, but what is going on?”

“One handful of candy corn,” she repeated.

“But… it tastes like plastic honey?”

“Right? It’s so good!”

“That wasn’t complimenting it.”

She waved the plastic container in front of his face. He took it from her and fought to get the plastic wrap off it. Finally he dug out his keys and sawed at it with the edge of one of them. “Clever,” Emmanuelle said. He ignored her and took a small handful of candy corn.

Okay. It wasn’t really as awful as he remembered. Maybe he should try one of the pumpkins too.

“See? That’s the good shit!” Emmanuelle said.

As they drove, she ate enough candy corn to ensure she’d have diabetes before forty, and he had a couple more handfuls, mostly to be polite, he told himself and her. They drove quite a long way, skirting the city and staying to the suburbs. Emmanuelle filled the air with conversation.

“I liked my boyfriend. I mean, I really did. I still think he’s a good guy. You know? The breakup was never about that. But I didn’t want to live in one of those towns where it’s just wall-to-wall guys, and the drugs out there are crazy, and…” She sighed. “But I really do hope he does great out there. He will. He’s smart.”

“You’re smart too. Your parents always loved to talk up you making the dean’s list at college.”

“I’m impractically smart,” she said. “You want someone to quote Hamlet? I’m your girl. Want a five-thousand-word short story about scarecrows and ponies? Done. I’ll edit your papers so hard you won’t even know what hit you.” He chuckled and she grinned. “I’m good at selling people books. That’s what I am good at. And I didn’t need a college education for that.”

“Would you do it differently though?”

“No,” Emmanuelle said finally after contemplating it. “I guess I wouldn’t. I love books. I mean… love them. And for four years, I got to learn how to dissect them down to a molecular level. It might be utterly useless without knowing anyone in the editing or publishing business, but… no, you’re right, I like my English degree. I just don’t know why I didn’t get a teaching certification, that’s all. No. No, I do know. It’s because I’d probably break off the leg of my desk and eventually start whacking fools who acted up in class.”

That got a genuine laugh out of him, a belly-jiggler, as Cara would call it, and he nearly spilled the candy corn.

“Careful man, that’s my stash!” Emmanuelle said.

He put the lid back on and very carefully put it in the backseat. “Cara loved teaching but she definitely had those kinds of days.”

“Oh, yeah, elementary kids, I’ll bet. Did she ever regret it?”

“No. She loved it. But every job can be exasperating.”

“Tell me what you do. Tech support, right?”

“Right.”

That was safe emotional territory and they talked about that for a while until they finally arrived at their destination, an unassuming strip mall in a sea of concrete. There were only a few businesses there open that day, two of which were restaurants and the third a hair salon. They parked in front of that one.

“Emmanuelle, I didn’t mean for… I’d have gotten this done on my own,” Thomas said, both irritated and amused. Was this really the same young woman who got the whole street talking once when she accidentally started a fire baking a cake while her parents were gone on a quick weekend trip?

“I’m sure you would have,” Emmanuelle said, undoing her seatbelt and opening her door. “But I know the best stylist in the city and I was bored. So let’s go.”

He went.

It was late in the day and the place was clearly set to close soon. There were eight chairs, and of them, only three were occupied by hairdressers, with no customers waiting. One of the hairdressers, a tall, thick Latina woman with a side braid, called, “Lock the door behind you, hon.”

“Thanks for fitting us in,” Emmanuelle called back, and did as she was told, locking the door behind her, and flipped the OPEN sign around. Thomas went for one of the plastic chairs by the window but she grabbed his arm and guided him into the guts of the hair salon. The contact felt nice, and that in turn made him feel a little guilty, as it always did when he was having a good time with a woman who wasn’t Cara. That didn’t happen often.

Every person in there was a woman, from a college-aged brunette reading a magazine while her hair was being done to a middle-aged pair who reminded him of the women who answered the door on him at Saul’s, including the way they eyed him like a snack. Emmanuelle guided Thomas to an empty stylist’s chair, and he sat dutifully.

“Sorry if we’re keeping you late,” he said. He was ashamed this was even necessary. He’d been meaning to get a haircut for weeks, ever since Saul invited him to the party. But it was hard to remember the little things like that.

“No trouble,” the Latina said in a tone that implied that yes, it was trouble, and she wasn’t thrilled about it. “Emmy called ahead.”

“Mina’s the best,” Emmanuelle explained. “She used to have a salon a lot closer to home, but then the traitor decided to move here.”

“And bring in triple the clients,” Mina said. “A decision that hurts my heart every time I see your bratty face.” Emmanuelle stuck out her tongue at her and Mina stuck hers out right back. “This the new boyfriend?”

“Oh, no,” Emmanuelle said.

“We’re not together,” Thomas said hastily. “I’m her neighbor. We bumped into each other and I made the mistake of saying I needed a haircut. I had a thing today and…” He shrugged uncomfortably.

“He’s blushing,” one of the customers said.

“It’s cute,” Emmanuelle said.

“What a unique first date,” another customer said.

“It’s not a date,” Thomas said. At least three grins sprouted. “It’s not. I’m in my thirties and she’s…”

“Twenty-four,” Emmanuelle said. “Scandalous, isn’t it? I love it.”

They interrogated him, prying from him where he worked and what he did for fun, which amounted to watching sports, reading, and working out. Emmanuelle jumped in at this point, adding, “He was our street’s big holiday guy too. People would line up down the street to see his house when he lit it up for Christmas. And their house at Halloween was always so much fun too. Fog machines and creepy lights and skeleton parties on the front lawn.”

That had only been once, Thomas thought. Cara found some free furniture roadside that couldn’t be refurnished, but it did make for a spectacular set piece for their Halloween decorations that year. He and Cara had so much fun inventing stories for all the skeletons on the couch, loveseat, and around the dining room table. He’d almost forgotten about that, and it left him silent and numb.

Why did Emmanuelle have to do this to him? To drag him out of his house and bring up all these old memories? She meant well, he kept telling himself even as he fell silent. She didn’t know how much it hurt to remember the best parts of his life.


Chapter 4

“Trick or treat!” Kay and June said, only little Kay said it more like “ticker eat!” Their gracious host for the moment, Melanie Sinclair, gasped and held a hand to her breast.

“Oh, my! You’re so scary!”

June growled, waving her T-rex arms and nearly upending her pumpkin-adorned tote bag. Kay laughed her sweet toddler’s laugh at her sister’s antics. She adored no one else in the world as much as she did her big sister.

Melanie doled out snack-sized treats into their bags. Emmanuelle held both Kay and her matching pumpkin bag, and bounced her in her arms when the little ones’ mother, Nancy, said, “What do we say?”

“Thank you!” June said, and turned and stomped down the stairs, hopping off the last one with another growl. Kay was a little more shy by that point and buried her head in Emmanuelle’s shoulder.

As the door closed behind them, Nancy said, “You were right. This is the best street for candy.”

“I told you! Everyone loves Halloween here.”

Or they did, anyways. There were more darkened houses than she remembered, and the places that were lit up seemed sparser on the decorations.

Not her parents, though. With her help, they’d gone all out with a cemetery theme, tombstones, zombie and skeletal hands and heads adorning the lawn, and giant spiders crawling down netting along the front porch. The lighting wasn’t quite as good as Emmanuelle wanted but she wasn’t sure how to improve it either. She’d tried her best, and next year, she’d look up some tutorials, if she was still living at home.

“This is my house,” Emmanuelle told June.

“It’s scary,” June said uncertainly as they walked up the sidewalk.

“Well, you want me to unscary it?” Emmanuelle asked.

“Um, okay.”

“Do you know the pumpkins and black cats your mom and dad put in their window?”

“Uh huh.”

“Well, all of this? It’s just foam and plastic, like those. Nothing’s real, honey.”

“Can I touch it?”

“Sure!”

June cautiously stepped off the sidewalk like one of the hands might snatch at her leg. Tentatively, she reached down and poked one, backing away fast. Then she looked at it with her head cocked, and turned to shout gleefully, “It’s not real!”

Kay gurgled happily, a sleepy little monkey, and Emmanuelle said, “Told you, silly goose.”

“You are going to be the best mom, I swear,” Nancy said.

“Aw, if I’m half as good as you, I’d be happy.”

It was the truth. A friend from all the way back in junior high, Nancy had always been something of a party girl. Her grades weren’t great and she hadn’t gone to college, staying there in New Bainbridge with her high school boyfriend. He was a bit of a turd when they went to school together, but four years ago, when Nancy found out she was pregnant, he proposed on the spot, and while things were never easy for the young couple, they attacked parenthood with a tenacity that surprised and warmed Emmanuelle. People could change, and sometimes for the better.

The hour was early yet, with dusk just coming on. The few kids out with their parents were almost universally as young as Kay and June. The older kids would come out in force after sunset in another hour or so. Then the street would really come alive – or unalive, as it were.

Nancy’s kids weren’t yet old enough for such shenanigans, and already there were signs of them getting tired, especially Kay, who was snuggling into Emmanuelle hard. Soon it would be time to take them back down the street. The way to properly do trick-or-treating in the area was to park at the city park down a few blocks, go across the street to start at the houses there, and make a loop back to the vehicle. The older kids would completely circle the park that way, then do a widening gyre, but for a four- and two-year-old, this single street would net them enough candy to last weeks.

Tia opened the door before they approached, Curt right behind her. Keeping to the motif of the cemetery lawn, she was dressed up as a skeleton, him a zombie. “Brains, brains!” Curt intoned. “Or caaaandy, caaaaandy!”

June looked up at Emmanuelle for a little confidence boost, and Emmanuelle smiled down at her. “Remember? None of it’s real. But you’d better give them a growl anyways.”

June’s adorable round face split into a grin, and she stamped her foot and growled, waving her arms. Tia yelped, and Curt said, “Oh no! We’d better give them candy instead!”

The Trainor family didn’t mess around when it came to candy on Halloween. Not only did they give out a full-size candy bar, but there were chips, sugar-free gum, or finger lights for the kids to choose from too. Because June and Kay were family friends, they got one of each, and Nancy thanked them profusely.

“You two have fun at your Halloween party later,” Curt said. “If anyone needs a ride I’m a call away.”

“Thanks, Dad,” Emmanuelle said, fighting a smile. Even if she was twenty-four, he thought he still needed to be her DD. Adorable.

“Your parents are the best,” Nancy said when the door was closed again.

“I love them so much. I know I should be embarrassed about living at home, but I’m not. I’m really not. It’s been great.”

“I’d be perfectly happy with these two living at home the rest of their lives. I’m sure Curt and Tia feel the same way.”

“What party?” June asked. “Are we going to a birthday party?”

“No, honey. It’s a big people party for moms and dads and friends of moms and dads.”

“I want to go,” June whined.

“We still have lots of time, sweetheart,” Emmanuelle said, “and there are tons more houses on this block. Don’t you want to get more candy?”

“I want to go to the party,” June said, but the promise of more candy to come helped hold back the storm, at least for the moment.

They collected candy from a few more houses before walking past Thomas’s. Emmanuelle slowed, looking at the empty lawn and darkened porch, sorrow twisting a knot in her heart and throat. She’d thought maybe getting him out the other day would encourage him to at least turn on his porch light and give out some candy, but that didn’t seem to be the case.

That afternoon she spent with him had been fun. She wasn’t expecting that, and she knew Thomas hadn’t either. She made it awkward when she brought up the holidays while waiting to get his hair cut, but up to that point, it seemed like they were kind of vibing. And she was certain a couple times he’d checked her out. Definitely not an unpleasant proposition. He was a decade and change older than her, sure, but it wasn’t like she was a naïve eighteen-year-old falling for a professor or anything. Thomas was a family friend, and he’d never, not once, made her feel uncomfortable or been a creep in any way. Him looking was pretty fucking awesome, all things considered.

And she had some wicked fantasies about him the last couple nights too.

“Is that his place? Your friend?”

“Yeah. He, um… once upon a time, this would have been the house everyone would go to. It’s sad to see it dark like this. I just… can we try knocking?”

“Sure,” Nancy said.

They walked up the sidewalk to the front door. From inside came the sound of a movie playing, and the house was not as unlit as Thomas might have wanted, lights from the TV flickering through the edges of the curtains. To June, Emmanuelle said, “Okay, knock real loud and when he answers the door, you gotta shout, ‘Trick or treat!’”

“I know how to do it,” June said crossly. Oh yeah, they were definitely about to get a full-on four-year-old emotional storm.

She knocked. The sound inside paused, and she heard Thomas call, “Sorry, no candy here.”

“Open up, or I egg the house and TP the trees… with your own TP,” Emmanuelle said, making her voice deep. June grinned at that despite herself.

“What’s egging a house?’ she asked.

But before Emmanuelle could answer, Thomas flicked on the porch light and answered the door. He was dressed comfortably, in dark sweats and a long-sleeved tee. The new haircut looked amazing on him, still long but now framing his handsome, sharp-lined face. He’d also shaved the scruffy beard. He looked human again, but his eyes were still so tired. Hollow, she thought, not for the first time.

“Trick or treat!” June said.

Thomas had been looking at Emmanuelle and the little girl in her arms, and almost seemed startled by the other child talking. He smiled tentatively.

“Uh, I don’t have candy, but… give me a second.”

He retreated into the house, lights coming on as he went. “He’s crazy handsome,” Nancy muttered, and Emmanuelle nodded enthusiastically, blushing hard as she thought about him eyeing her at the grocery store and in the mirror at Mina’s hair salon, trying to be discreet about it. When she got home after that, late at night, when the house was quiet, she’d teased herself to a slow, easy orgasm thinking about her handsome neighbor, one of the best of her life. It confused her. It delighted her. He was like a stubborn nut she was going to crack before Christmas, and then enjoy the sweet, sweet treat inside.

He reemerged a minute later, holding a couple packages of microwave popcorn and granola bars, smiling sheepishly. “Sorry it’s not much, and I know the little one probably can’t have them, but it’s what I have.”

“It’s perfect,” Nancy said. “Thank you so much. June?”

“Thank you,” the little girl said, but her heart wasn’t in it anymore, and she turned and walked down the porch again.

“Sorry, we’re getting a little tired,” Nancy said. She looked between Emmanuelle and Thomas, and added, “I’ll give you two a minute. But why don’t you invite him to the party?”

“Yeah!” Emmanuelle said. “Wanna come to a fun party? Music, drinks, probably some dancing. Come with us.”

“Oh, uh, I think I hit my quota of parties for the week,” Thomas said, giving them a wry smile that transformed his sharp angles into something much softer. “But have fun, huh?”

“We will,” Emmanuelle said. “Sorry if we interrupted your movie or whatever you were up to. I just wanted to stop by and… and wish you a happy Halloween, that’s all.”

“Thanks,” Thomas said uncomfortably. “Um. Happy Halloween to you too. The costume looks great.”

“Thanks,” Emmanuelle said. She was dressed as a fairy, and now it felt sort of silly and juvenile, but she certainly didn’t mind his eyes lingering on her cleavage. There wasn’t much to see – it was not a daring costume, just a cute one – but still he seemed to have a hard time tearing his eyes away for a long moment.

“Well, uh… have a good night, get lots of candy, and have fun with your party,” he said. “Again. And thanks for the haircut. I’ll pay you back somehow.”

“I told you, it was fun to be able to treat you. But… good night, Thomas.”

She turned, feeling like there were things she should say but didn’t know how to put voice to the enormity of it all. That she missed his decorations. Missed seeing him and Cara spooking kids on the front lawn who thought they were part of the decorations. That she wanted to kiss him goodnight. That she wanted him to invite her in for a glass of wine and more. Much, much more.

The door closed quietly behind them, and Nancy studied her. “Okay, you two were about to start a forest fire if you looked at each other any longer.”

“You think?”

“Emmy, he was practically drooling. You were too.”

“He was not. But you’re right about me. God, he looks good cleaned up.” She sighed. “But I don’t know that he’s ready. It’s been two years and he still hurts so much for her.”

“I think if you had pushed your way into that house he would have locked the door behind him and not let you leave for a long, long time.”

They carried on, but June wasn’t much into it anymore, and neither were the adults. Kay was asleep, her little face pressed against Emmanuelle’s collar. Nancy offered to take her back but the weight was a comfort to Emmanuelle. Unfamiliar, and her arms were getting tired, but she needed this. She and Josh had come so close to a family, talking more and more about whether they wanted to get married and have kids until he got the call and they realized maybe those things weren’t in the cards anymore.

They went to two more houses across the street, close family friends she’d promised to drop in on, and they declared the trick-or-treating done for the year. A rousing success, the bags a third of the way full despite the relatively few houses they hit.

As Emmanuelle walked Nancy and her kids back to her car, Nancy dug out her phone to call her husband and let them know they were on the way. Her parents were going to babysit for them. Emmanuelle planned to carpool with them and stay either at their house or with an old classmate, Ben. He was everything she thought she wanted in high school, a star wrestler and a freakishly smart guy who took second in his event in the Starflight Entrepreneurs Club. They’d been texting infrequently since her breakup with Josh and she was pretty sure she was going to sleep with him that night.

But.

They walked across the street from Thomas’s house, and again, Emmanuelle slowed. She stared at the dark windows, the dark porch, and she realized for the first time that maybe her infatuation with Thomas wasn’t just about him, but herself. He was lonely, but she was lonely too. That was strange, considering she was so happy living at home with so many good friends just a text away, but it was true. She’d spent a solid week after Josh left fighting off ugly crying jags that left her hiding in the bookstore’s bathroom until she could compose herself. She’d never really dealt with that loneliness, but let it pass because that was who she was, Ms. Sunshine and smiles and chaotic goodness, and now it was back, her heart aching for the brief connection she had with Thomas the other day.

She turned back towards Nancy, who was a third of a block away, not realizing she didn’t have an audience for whatever she was talking about until Emmanuelle caught up.

“I think I’m going to skip the party tonight,” Emmanuelle said.

Nancy looked back at Thomas’s house with a sly grin. “Give me Kay.”

“I can walk you to your car, silly.”

“I know. And trust me, my heart is melting at how good you are with her. But go get the guy, Emmy. You know he needs you.”

Emmanuelle handed over the still-sleeping Kay along with her bag of treats, and knelt to hug June and give her a smattering of kisses on the forehead that left the little girl giggling.

“The cutest T-rex there ever was,” Emmanuelle said. “One more roar, for me.”

“Grawwwwww!” June said, kicking one foot back and waving her arms.

Emmanuelle laughed, and sniffed, and was surprised to feel warmth trickling down her cheeks. She brushed the tears away and hurried across the street to her parents’ house to get her keys and her purse. Her parents thought she was on her way to the party. That was fine. Let them think that. The whole damn neighborhood would know the truth soon enough anyways.

She drove to the same grocery store where they bumped into Thomas. The Halloween candy aisle was not as picked over as it would have been in her youth thanks to the ever-increasing prices. She didn’t have a lot in the bank, but she had enough to buy a few assortment bags of candy, suckers, and other cheap treats, internally wincing and apologizing silently to the kids who would no doubt look at the budget-priced candy and relegate it to the “only to be eaten when there’s nothing left” pile.

The plastic Halloween buckets were at least discounted and cheap, so she grabbed two of those, enduring a guy asking her if she wanted to be the Titania to his Oberon. Point to him for the reference, five points taken away for the leering and the bad body odor. She raced past him to the checkout aisles, then back home where she parked and jogged back to Thomas’s just in time to catch a group of kids walking by.

“He’s got candy, just give me a minute,” she said. “Whoa, cool clown costume. That’s scary.”

She hurried up onto Thomas’s porch and placed the buckets on the steps, aware and irritated the father of the kids was checking out her ass while his wife tried to discreetly get him to knock it off. When the candy was divided between the buckets, she turned around and presented them to the kids. They accepted their candy with a pair of indifferent thank yous.

Thomas hadn’t locked his door. Big mistake, Emmanuelle thought with a grin, and barged in on him on his back on the couch, watching a Darby McClellan action movie. “Ooh,” she said. “I don’t think I’ve seen that one yet.”

“What the hell?” he asked, flailing to get to an upright position as fast as possible.

She grinned a mad grin at him and slapped at the light switch until the porch light came on. “Bring chairs!” she called, and shut the door.

He came outside a moment later, half-in and half-out the door. “Emmanuelle, I’m not doing Halloween this year.”

“That’s fine. But I am. And I’m doing it on your porch.”

“You have a party to go to!”

“I chose this!” she said, doing what she thought was a pretty damn good impression of his bluster. “In or out, you’re letting out all the hot air.”

“The heaters aren’t even on.”

Emmanuelle blew him a raspberry, and he ran a hand through his hair in frustration. She seized on that, and said, “This is how you pay me back for the haircut. You sit outside with me for, mm, one hour, and we pass out candy.”

“I never would have gone if I’d known it would end like this.”

“Yeah, you would have. You’ve seen how cute my butt and boobs are. Now you got chairs or what?”

He closed the door on Emmanuelle and the locks clicked. That, she thought, was that. Damn. For a minute there she thought she almost had him willing to join her. She sighed and sat on his porch’s steps. At a pair of passing kids, she called, “He doesn’t have decorations, but he’s got candy!”

They veered in her direction, and she doled out candy into their shopping bags. Not even a perfunctory thank you, the brats.

A minute later, a gate creaked nearby as it opened and shut. Thomas growled in the darkness, “Get out of the way unless you want me to run you over.”

“You’d run pretty little me over?”

She imagined she could see red in the darkness from his glare, but stood up anyways, brushing at her bottom. She’d opted for a pair of tight sweats over the bodysuit underneath, meaning to ditch the sweats before the party and go straight for the jugular with the bodysuit.

Thomas came up the stairs with a pair of camping chairs. He eyed her as he passed, his irritation evident. “We’re even after this. You and your family have to quit this crap.”

“What crap?” she asked innocently.

“I just wanted to get read of Cara’s stuff,” he said. “That was it.”

“I solemnly swear this will be the last time I ever barge in on you with bags of suckers and candy necklaces and jujubes and make you sit out on the porch with me to pass out candy on Halloween. There.”

Emmanuelle beamed at Thomas as she took a seat, and his face twitched in about a dozen different ways. “Suckers and candy necklaces and jujubes?”

“It’s what I can afford, old man. I’m working part-time at the library and trying to find something full-time.”

He settled onto his own chair as more kids started up the sidewalk. “How’s that going?”

“I love the work, I just wish there was more of it. I love my parents and it’s great to be home for a little while, but…”

“Trick or treat!” the kids said. Emmanuelle gave Thomas one of the buckets. He eyed it like it might be full of rats and spiders, and they doled out treats to the kids. Emmanuelle wished them a happy Halloween, and turned her attention back to Thomas. He finished her previous sentence for her.

“But it’s not where you want to be long-term.”

“Right, exactly.”

“Are you thinking about staying here in the city then or moving on?”

“Staying here,” she said immediately. “I’d love to live as close to home as I can without actually, you know, stumbling across my parents in the morning. I’m sure they’d say the same thing. With you selling your holiday stuff, you’re not thinking about moving, are you?”

“No,” Thomas said, and dug out a tiny box of candy. “I guess I have thought about it, a lot, especially in the early days. But I love this house and I like my job. It’s not everywhere you get to work with your closest friend.”

“Really?”

“Mm hm. Saul. He’s the one whose party I was at the other day. Or his daughter’s party, I guess. You get the idea. I took so many days off from work after Cara died he could have fired me any time he wanted but he didn’t. We worked out an agreement I’d take a demotion because traveling and dealing with people was the last thing I wanted to do. But I’m making this about me again. What kind of full-time work are you looking for?”

“I’d love to be a full-time librarian but there’s no turnover. The head librarian’s been there ten years and she’ll be there forty more if she can. So probably most realistically a bookstore. I have the experience, I just need to find somewhere hiring full-time. Which, in this economy…”

“I hear you. So working around books.”

“Same story as you. I love working with my best friends and books have always been my best friends.”

“Cheers to that,” he said.

“Was it you or Cara that was the big reader? I’m sorry I don’t remember but I was a teenager.”

He chuckled. “That’s all right. It was me. Cara liked reading, but when she’d finish grading, more reading was the last thing she wanted to do. I should come by the library sometime. I haven’t seen it since they opened the new building.”

“Oh, it’s so pretty. Lots of windows, lots of space. They’ve got these perfect little reading nooks near the big windows. I could catnap there all day, just me and a mountain of books.”

More kids came, two groups of them. The street was coming alive now with ghouls and goblins, and it wouldn’t die down for another couple hours.

“What do you like to read?” Thomas asked.

“You got a few weeks for me to list my favorites? Anything and everything. Lately it’s been mysteries. Lots and lots of mysteries. Tana French. John Sandford.”

“Love John Sandford.”

“Me toooo,” she said. “What about you?”

“Mysteries and horror, mostly.”

“Ew, no, no horror for me, thank you.”

“Noted.”

They sat in companionable silence for a while. But the air was getting cooler, and when a breeze kicked up, she shivered and stood up to zip up her coat. Wordlessly, Thomas got up and went into the house. A minute later, he reemerged with a big plush blanket. “Stand up again,” he said, his words gentle and warm, his eyes locked on hers.

She did, and couldn’t stop staring up at him either. He reached out with the blanket, his hands brushing her shoulders, and she shivered again, though this time definitely not from the cold. He was so handsome, and yes, there was some attraction there because he was a wounded bird and she loved wounded birds, but oh Lord, she was crushing so hard on him in that moment.

He wrapped her up in the blanket, careful not to touch her again, and they both still stood, staring at one another. “Thank you,” Emmanuelle said softly. “I… can’t imagine my ex-boyfriend doing something like that for me.”

Thomas sat back down. “I thought you said he was an all-right guy?”

“He was, but kind of self-centered. Not in some asshole way, he just wouldn’t have noticed I was cold. Or if he did, he would have said I should go inside. Not make me a human burrito with his super comfy blanket.”

“You are the first person in a long time to have made me smile this much and this easily.”

She reached out of her blanket and across to him, her hand on his. “Good. I’m glad.”

He hesitated, but they were soon flooded with kids looking for treats, and whatever might have happened between them that night didn’t. But for Emmanuelle’s part, it was a sweet and tender letting go. He was interested, she was now sure of that. And she was equally sure the first great victory in Operation Get Thomas to Love Christmas Again had been won.


Chapter 5

Thomas moved through the early days of November as if in a stress dream. He was coming to care for someone again, the depths of which he wasn’t yet sure of, but the act of caring itself made him want to bar his doors, nail shut the windows, and hide in his bedroom for months on end until this madness sorted itself out and Emmanuelle found a different guy.

Except that wasn’t what he wanted at all, not really. On Halloween, after she bid him a quiet goodbye after they ran out of candy, he’d come so close to inviting her inside. The words formed in his throat but never escaped. Come in. Have a drink with me. Let me take you to bed.

He buried his face in the blanket. It held some of her scent, a light, sweet soap or body lotion or something. It was distinctly un-Cara like, but so very feminine and so very much needed. The last vestiges of his guilt about the age difference between them vanished that night as he stroked himself to fantasies about Emmanuelle, about her on top of him, about her beneath him, about her looking over her shoulder at him as he slid into her from behind. It still felt like a betrayal of Cara, but it lacked the wicked sting it would have just weeks ago.

That hurt in its own way. There was still a huge part of him that held firm to the idea that Cara was his one-and-only, the part of him that would have never betrayed her in life, the one that helped her with catheters and changing her and holding her through the worst of the indignities cancer gave her. He didn’t know how to make the two halves of his being coexist, and that troubled him even as he understood on a fundamental level he needed to make a choice or risk breaking Emmanuelle’s heart. It wasn’t just about him anymore. The looks she’d given him told him the whole story.

Their neighbors were of absolutely no help. They delighted in finding every excuse to catch him out for a walk or bringing in groceries to tell him what a cute couple he and Emmanuelle made. He denied it at first, but they were so damn persistent he eventually gave up, grunting sourly and ignoring them as best he could.

They also wanted to know what his plans were for Thanksgiving and Christmas, if him giving out candy again meant that there would be a return of the neighborhood’s resident Santa Claus. This, he vehemently denied. Christmas with Cara was still a sacred thing to him and it hurt to contemplate doing anything without her, a raw, physical hurt.

As for Thanksgiving, he’d spent the last couple years at home. Saul and Rochel would bring him a meal and sit with him while he ate, as though he was going to toss it in the garbage or something when they left. His heart was broken into a thousand pieces, but he wasn’t so far gone as to deny himself the pleasure of Rochel’s top-tier Thanksgiving dinner. Glumly, he realized last year they made him promise to come the next year to the actual dinner, and he didn’t break promises.

But that was still weeks yet, so in the short-term, he threw himself into work and workouts, trying not to think too hard about the soft, beautiful creature just doors away waiting for him to make his move. Maybe she’d find a nice boyfriend in the short-term and this whole thing would fix itself. That would be perfect. Or… maybe not. The thought of Emmanuelle with another guy made him twinge with jealousy, but it wasn’t like they were dating or anything. Were they?

That’s a unique first date.

That’s what someone at the hair salon said. Damn it. Had it been a date? He was so far removed from the dating scene he had no idea. He wanted to think so. Wanted to imagine he had the nerve someday soon to ask Emmanuelle out properly. Wanted to think the next time they met up might be the fabled third date.

Don’t get your hopes up, old man, he thought one day at work, grinning to himself in the breakroom as he prepared a cup of coffee.

“It’s good to see you smiling, Thomas,” a coworker said.

“It’s good to be smiling,” he said, and found he meant it.

* * *

Before Cara got sick, a few of Thomas’s friends used to get together for a friendly basketball game, usually three-on-three or two-by-two depending on who could make it. The guys stopped inviting him a few months after Cara’s death, getting the hint, and he had no idea if they still played or not. He didn’t want to risk sounding pathetically needy by calling and asking, so he decided to drive by the court Wednesday night.

The courts were surrounded by tall fencing, with light poles illuminating them in the evenings. A smattering of people sat in the bleachers, most their attention on a larger four-on-four game comprised of people Thomas didn’t know. But he did know the two thirty-something guys playing one-on-one, as well as a lone guy in sweats in the stands, sipping from a sports bottle until he saw the Hyundai pull into the parking lot. He said something to the two players, who stopped their game and turned, breaking out into smiles when Thomas stepped out in sweats and sneakers, ready to play.

“Hey, you old-timers need a fourth?” he asked.

Marsh, whose real first name was Henry but no one called him that, met him at the door for the courts with a mammoth hug that nearly sent Thomas sprawling. “Ah, hey, shit,” he said uncomfortably. “Don’t make it weird.”

“It’s good to see you, brother,” Marsh said.

The other two, Bodie and Eric, hugged him too, thumping his back and letting him know he was welcome again. He hadn’t seen them in person in over a year and a half, but they fell into their old rhythm of shit-talking in minutes.

They squared off, Bodie the best player and teaming with the far-too-rusty Thomas, the other two more evenly skilled. The other guys had been there for a while but they played for another half hour, all of them dogging it by the end. Bodie and Thomas won two and lost three, but the scores didn’t really matter. Sometimes they’d bet but not that night. That night was about four friends catching up without talking much. Getting back into a rhythm.

And if Thomas turned his head at the right moment, it felt like he could almost see Cara in the stands, calling fouls and doing as much shit-talking as the guys. It made him grin. It made him lonely. But for the first time since his wife died, it was a good loneliness. For once, ripping the bandage off didn’t come with chunks of him. The scars were slowly fading.

* * *

Every Monday, Saul’s upper echelon of employees came in for an unnecessary but pleasant meeting. It was usually brief, a “how we doing, folks?” type thing that could have probably been done over email, but he liked the personal touch. Thomas used to take part in those meetings when he was in the office, which was a rarity. He traveled a lot working for the man, usually a central Midwest ring of offices that saw him away from home two or three days at a time, sometimes longer.

It had always surprised him Cara hadn’t minded the business trips. She joked about liking the time alone with Alfonse, her French-Latino lover, but he’d never once believed for a second she would cheat on him, and he hoped she thought the same thing about him. She simply enjoyed having her own time to game and binge-watch reality TV, and during the summer, she’d even occasionally join him on the road.

Thomas didn’t miss the traveling, not really. He got to see great big swaths of the United States working for Saul, and that was fun, but he’d missed a lot of Cara’s appointments too, and while that hadn’t been such a big deal between her bouts with cancer, it was time in retrospect he’d have rather spent at home, close at hand. Not that he could have done anything, but it was still a regret.

That was why he didn’t mind working in tech support again. He used to be pretty good at the job, capable of de-escalating angry clients most of the time, and the years of teaching the programs they created and maintained helped him get a good grasp on the user end of things. The pay wasn’t as good but the bills were taken care of and he was comfortable, if not rolling in it, and he got to work in the same office as his friend. Not a bad way to spend the rest of his life at all.

Saul finished up with one of those Monday meetings and followed his managers out, nodding at something one of them said as they approached the bullpen where the advanced tech support team worked. Saul clapped the man’s back and walked towards Thomas’s desk, pulling up an unoccupied office chair while Thomas finished out a phone call. He reached for a notepad and scrawled on it, “Come by my office when you’re done.” Thomas nodded, and Saul, still in the chair, rolled back to the empty desk, leaning in to talk to one of the other tech support people and bumping fists.

Fifteen minutes later, Thomas ended his current call, diverted his phone to the rest of the team, and clocked out for a break. He headed first for the breakroom and a box of bagels and cream cheese spread before heading for Saul’s office. Saul was finishing up an email and glanced up and nodded when Thomas set one of the two bagels in hand on his desk.

“Thanks. I didn’t get a chance to grab one earlier.”

Thomas was halfway through with his when Saul finished whatever correspondence he was working on and turned his attention to him. “Polly said you seem more yourself the last few days.”

“Good to know you all still talk about the important stuff in the Monday meetings.”

“You are important to this company. And to all of us.”

That made Thomas uncomfortable, so he finished his bagel before he spoke. “How are the newly engaged?”

Saul sucked his teeth. “You know the woman I introduced you to? Julia?”

“Sure.”

“The end of the party, I catch my daughter and her guy talking to them, all of them in a huddle, the women blushing, the guys looking like they just pulled off the crime of the century. I got curious, and decided to drive by Ariel and Zack’s later, just cruising it. There was another car in the driveway.” He waggled his eyebrows.

Thomas chuckled. “It’s a different world.”

“It is. I don’t particularly care what they get up to, I just didn’t know my daughter was into… that. Zack either, for that matter. I didn’t tell Rochel. She’s mad enough at Zack and his family for wanting to celebrate Christmas with their theoretical children as well as Hannukah. I told her we hadn’t celebrated Hannukah in a decade and she threw a fit. Like the woman wasn’t the one who wanted to have the bacon-wrapped dates at the dinner.”

“The food was great, by the way.”

“Wasn’t it? Too bad you bunted out with Julia, but in retrospect…”

“Probably for the best. Whose decision was that, by the way? Yours or Rochel’s?”

Never one to take a bullet for the team, Saul said promptly, “Rochel. She’s got someone lined up for you on Thanksgiving too. A daughter of a cousin. Once-removed? Twice-removed? I don’t care, you get the idea.”

“About that…”

“You promised you’d be there this year. We’re counting on it.”

“I know I did. But, um…”

Saul leaned forward, his surprise evident. “You met someone?”

“Kind of. We’re just friends for now, but I think it’s heading a certain sort of way.”

“This is fantastic. This is… who is it? Someone here in the office?”

“No, no, nothing like that. She’s from the block, actually. My neighbors’ daughter. Wait, that makes it sound wrong. She’s twenty-four, so I guess it kind of is, but…”

“Bah, twenty-four is plenty old enough to make her own decisions. We’re hitting a bar later and you’re telling me everything. And you’re bringing her along to Thanksgiving.”

“I think she probably is planning on having dinner with her family.”

“So if they do it at the same time, you have dinner there, and come by our place afterwards.” Thomas started to open his mouth, but Saul cut him off. “I’m not taking no for an answer, Thomas. You want me to say you owe me?”

“I know I do, but-”

“Then we’ll consider the slate wiped clean if you bring her with. Agreed? Good.”

“God, you’re an asshole.”

“Guilty.”

* * *

Thomas pulled up in front of the Trainor home that evening, mumbling what he planned to say under his breath over and over again.

“Hey, my friends Saul and Rochel do a nice Thanksgiving dinner every year for their family and closest friends, and I wanted to see if you were interested in going. My friends Saul and Rochel have a fancy dinner every Thanksgiving and I wanted to see if you wanted… one too many ‘wanted.’”

He sighed and stepped out of the car into the rain. He had an umbrella in the Hyundai but he never remembered it without Cara to grab it for. The front door opened before he got there, Tia beaming at him.

“Thomas! Hello! She’s changing out of her work clothes, if you’d like to join her and get a peek.”

“Oh, ah, I… we…”

“I’m teasing. Unless you do, in which case you have our complete blessing.”

“Oh boy.”

She let him inside. Their cat – Nerd, he thought, or Geek, he wasn’t sure which – gave him a once-over from the back of the couch and decided he wasn’t worth attacking, settling back into a nap. The house smelled like apple cinnamon bread, freshly baked, and Tia guided him into the kitchen for a slice.

“It needed a bit more sugar, but it’s a new recipe,” she said as she grabbed a knife from a block.

“I’m sure it’s fantastic,” Thomas said. “Excuse the drooling. That’s about the best smelling thing I can remember.”

“Thank you,” she said. “I’m glad I got you alone for a minute. I wanted to say that Emmanuelle, I think she cares a lot about you.”

“I… had a really nice time on Halloween.”

“It’s been nonstop texts with the neighbors ever since. Everyone thinks you two make a nice couple.” She buttered the slice of apple cinnamon bread and passed it off to him.

“Thanks,” he said.

“For the bread or the comment about the two of you?” Tia asked, eyes dancing.

“Oh God, Mom, don’t scare him off,” Emmanuelle said.

Thomas swallowed the first bite of apple cinnamon bread mostly unchewed when he saw her. The plunging long-sleeved top showed off a hint of her lacy bra underneath, and her hips looked damn good in those jeans. He wanted to get his hands on them. Wanted to tug them off her toned legs.

“I nearly choked,” he said helplessly, making her crack up.

“Good. Exactly the effect  I was going for.” At his widening eyes, she grinned. “Oh yeah. I’ve got a bullseye on you now. You’re mine.”

Tia held up a hand and they high-fived.

“I, um… I… about that. My friend Saul, he and his wife Rochel… well, she’s my friend too, I didn’t mean to imply she wasn’t, I… they, uh, they have this dinner thing. At Thanksgiving. Dinner. Thanksgiving dinner.”

“Take a breath, Thomas,” Tia said.

“No, don’t, I’m enjoying this,” Emmanuelle said.

“It has been a long, long time since I asked a woman out in front of her parents,” Thomas mumbled, and Emmanuelle’s smile only grew wider. He gave himself a moment to collect his thoughts and words, and tried again. “They do a really nice Thanksgiving dinner each year, and I promised them last year I’d come to their house this year. I don’t like to break promises, and when I mentioned to Saul that I was becoming… friendly with someone, he wanted me to invite you to dinner.”

“Ohhhh, he wanted me to come,” Emmanuelle said, crossing her arms, that grin still in place. “Not you. Them.”

“Right. No! That’s not what I mean. I…” He sighed. “Would you like to come to their Thanksgiving dinner with me? I told them you all have a family dinner of your own, but… hey, two Thanksgiving meals, right?”

“Yesss!” Emmanuelle said.

“To two Thanksgiving meals, or is that a yes, you’d like to come with me?”

“Both. Wait. Would that be all three? Two parties and to you? Whatever, it’s a yes to all of it.”

“You let us know what their schedule is,” Tia said. “We can move things around.”

“No, I didn’t mean for that to happen. You folks do your family thing however you would normally. I don’t want to interfere with that.”

“Hush,” Tia said kindly.

“We never eat the same time twice in a row, Thanksgiving or not,” Emmanuelle said.

“And we’re not expecting a lot of family this year,” Tia said. “It’s no trouble, Thomas. Not for you two.”

“Thanks,” he mumbled. “Um. Well. I’ll leave you to it. Thanks again for the apple cinnamon bread. This is great.”

Emmanuelle still grinned at him. “You know, there’s a whole month between now and Thanksgiving. That’s a long time to make a girl wait for a third date.”

“Ooh, the third date,” Tia said.

“Mm hm!” Emmanuelle said.

“Uh. Uh. Dating. I was wondering about that, the haircut and the… the… we’re calling it that?”

“Oh yeah,” Emmanuelle said. “Like I told you…” She came to him, leaned up, and kissed him on the corner of his mouth. “You’re mine.”


Chapter 6

Emmanuelle figured Thomas was going to need to take it slow, but she wasn’t going to wait around for him to make the next move. If she did, it very well might be Thanksgiving before they had their next date. She planned on calling up the software company he worked for to speak to his boss and friend Saul to ask what Thomas might like for lunch, as well as to thank him for the invitation to Thanksgiving.

It was to her surprise then that she heard Thomas’s voice at work one day as she was reshelving books from a rolling cart and half-listening to the story hour, read by the head librarian to a small group of preschoolers and home-schooled young ones. It was a job she hoped to do someday. A whole day spent teaching kids sounded nightmare-inducing, but an hour or so every few days? That was a lovely idea.

Lost in her own little world, she didn’t notice the man walking past row after row of books until he spotted her, smiling to himself.

“You’re right,” Thomas said. “The building really is beautiful.”

She jumped and turned, grinning already. She didn’t speak. Couldn’t, really, she was so surprised to see him there. He looked good, in a light-blue button-down and slacks. He still had an air of the haunted man about him, but in just a few weeks there was already so much more vitality to him.

She came to Thomas and hugged him tight, pressing her face against his chest and sniffing. Surprised, he said softly, “Hey. What’s the matter?”

“I thought I’d need to make the next move,” she murmured. “I’m so glad to see you.”

“I’m sorry it’s got to be baby steps with me,” he said, stroking her back. His big hand and long fingers felt so good. She needed this, to be held by a man.

She pulled back, sniffing and looking up at him with a smile. “I’m not going anywhere, Thomas. No time limit, no ultimatum. But you have to promise me if this isn’t going anywhere, you’ll let me down soon. I think…”

“I’m not going anywhere either.”

“Please. Just promise me. You said you don’t break your promises, so promise me if you’re going to break up with me, do it before it hurts too much.”

“Yeah,” he said, his voice damn near a croak. “I promise.”

“Good. What are you doing?”

“Came to see you. And the building.”

“I mean, do you have to get right back?”

He checked his phone. “I’ve got forty minutes.”

“Are you hungry? I don’t know anywhere that isn’t fast food we could get lunch that fast, but…”

“A burger and fries sounds great to me.”

“Good. I was hoping you’d say that. They’ve got pumpkin spice milkshakes at the Wich Barn and we’re splitting one.”

“All right.”

Thomas waited for her while she ran to the story hour circle in the middle of the kids’ section of books and pantomimed both walking away to the head librarian and eating. Pam nodded at first, then grew visibly confused when Emmanuelle added two fingers to pantomime two people, then made kissy faces and gave her hand a mock-makeout session. She’d explain later. Thomas – and pumpkin spice goodness – awaited.

The wind was too fierce for a park, so they ate inside the Wich Barn, sitting across from each other, “sharing” his fries, which amounted to Emmanuelle stealing three or four at a time and swirling them in a paper cup with mayo and ketchup. He’d never tried that and liked it.

“It’s best with a little relish, too,” she said through a mouthful of fries. “Mm. Sorry. Too hungry to eat politely.”

“Want half of this burger?”

“Yes please.”

“Little miss ‘I’m not too hungry.’”

“Didn’t Cara ever teach you dating etiquette about sharing? What you order is mine. What I order is mine too. It’s all mine.”

He chuckled and tore the hamburger in half, ending up with the lion’s share of pickles until he handed a couple of those over too. “What do you do for lunch most days?”

“Bring something from home. I’d be having tuna fish and chips if you hadn’t shown up. What about you?”

“I skip it most days and go for a walk.”

“Anywhere in particular? Wait, where do you work? I mean, I know the company, but where in the city?”

He explained. It was downtown-ish, in a gentrified section of the city that saw a swath of new office buildings at the turn of the century. There were two city parks and a dog park within walking distance of there, and he told Emmanuelle he pretty much picked one at random.

“If I do get hungry, most days, it’s Scott Park,” he said. “The food trucks.”

“Mm, my kind of lunch,” she said. “When are you taking me there?”

“Pick a day.”

They agreed on another lunch date at the end of the week, and he drove her back to the library, the two of them eyeing each other frequently, her hand aching to go to his leg. So she let it, trailing her fingers up and down his slacks, not quite getting close to his cock, but making him tense.

But as it turned out, that Friday, the food trucks were nowhere in sight. Instead, there was a cluster of tents and vendors in the park proper, a fall festival neither of them had known about. They made an impromptu date out of it, and Emmanuelle took Thomas’s hand as they walked, surprising him and making him look down and then back up at her. She smiled at him, and before the date even got its real start, he stopped Emmanuelle, turned, and slid a finger under her chin. He was trembling, badly trembling, and she said softly, “Kiss me, Thomas,” and he did, his lips closing fast to hers, so obviously scared, so obviously excited. His hands went to her shoulders, then her waist, and like they suddenly remembered what they were supposed to be doing, her back, pulling her in tighter to him, his lips so gentle against hers, her little gasp of need making him pull her even tighter.

They stayed like that a long while, enjoying the moment until Emmanuelle stepped back, eyes dancing, and he looked… startled. Pleased. And he’d stopped shaking. She wasn’t sure when that happened but it had. A little bit of life had come back into him. Emmanuelle took his hand again, and walked with him through the vendors, taking it slow, content to just be with him.

Content to be falling in love.

* * *

“Emmanuelle?” he asked.

“Hm?”

She had her head on his shoulder the day after their first true kiss. They lazed on his couch, her hand wandering ever so dangerously close to his cock, but she wouldn’t go there, not yet, not until she was sure he was ready for this.

“I want to… go to your place,” he said haltingly, and there was something in his voice, something distant and pained. “I think it’s time I go through Cara’s things. Really go through them.”

“Thomas,” she whispered, and twisted until she was on her knees, butt on her calves, looking right at him. He looked back, and took her hand in his.

“I can’t deal with the Christmas stuff. Not yet. But someone could use her clothes and things, and I want… I owe it to you to…”

“No. Don’t use me for that.”

“I didn’t mean it that way.”

“I know. But I need you to do this for yourself, baby. I don’t want to fight her for you. If there’s room in your heart for both of us, that’s wonderful. But I want you to face her ghost because you want to heal. Not because you think you owe it to me.”

He hesitated, thinking about it. Really thinking about it. “The thing I’m glad you and your parents have never said is that it’s what Cara would want. I know it’s what she would want. She told me to love someone else again. But I’ve put her on such a high pedestal, taking her down scares me.”

“I’m not asking you to.”

“I know. But I need to. I’ve been using her to shield myself from dating again. The scariest thing about falling for you is the thought that I might have to do this all over again. One of us will have to, someday. That pain, it’s… unimaginable. I didn’t just lose Cara. I lost myself, everything I’d invested into her, my heart, my love. And I am so scared of giving that to you too, to take with you someday.”

“I’m scared too,” Emmanuelle whispered. “This might have all started off as me wanting to help you, but…”

“It’s gotten a lot more serious, hasn’t it?”

“Big time.”

They kissed, a sweet, loving moment, and he reached for a box of tissues to hand to her. She dabbed at her eyes. “I’ll help you with her things. Whatever you need.”

“Thank you,” he said.

* * *

They did it the Saturday before Thanksgiving, the cars moved out of the Trainor garage so they could all four sit around Cara’s boxes of clothes and belongings and begin the process of properly sorting them out. Emmanuelle’s parents offered the pair privacy, but Thomas said he could use the friendly faces.

The garage was cold initially, but they had an electric heater plugged in and it didn’t take long to get cozy, especially with cups of tea at hand. The clothes were checked first for any evidence of mice or other uninvited guests. There didn’t seem to be, but Tia ran them through the wash anyways before she would fold them and gather them in a box to take to Goodwill.

That was the easy part. Thomas stared at the boxes of Cara’s other things, hands folded between his knees. Emmanuelle’s heart broke for him all over again when he said quietly, “Okay. Let’s get started. If any of you want anything from the d-discard pile …” He stopped, choked up, and Emmanuelle took his hand and squeezed. He squeezed back, cleared his throat, and said, “If any of you want anything, please feel free to take it. Or if you know someone who could use it… I’m stalling. Okay. Here goes.”

With that, he let go of Emmanuelle and opened the first box.

What followed as an hour of pain and healing in equal measure. That first box was full of Cara’s teaching supplies, markers and pens and notepads as well as the decorations for her classroom. The hardest part for Thomas were the cards from the kids in her class, first to their teacher when she entered into hospice care, then to Thomas after she passed, all of them neatly grouped and wrapped with rubber bands. Their scrawled names and outpouring of love for their teacher left him crying hard as he revisited the memories, and they were the first thing he put into the “keep” box that day.

“She loved teaching,” he said when he could talk again. “But there were days too she’d come home and dive into a bottle of wine.” He shook his head, smiling. “She put on such a good front for the kids. I mean, even before the cancer, you’d have never guessed there were days when she’d like to yank her hair out by the handfuls. But when it hit her hard, they were the reason she tried to take as few painkillers as possible. She wanted to be clearheaded for them as long as possible.”

“We saw her classroom once,” Tia said. Neither she nor Curt had spoken in a while, content to let this be Thomas and Emmanuelle’s show. “It was an open house sort of thing at the school. I think it was some kind of event for parents unsure about sending their kids back to school after the pandemic.”

“I remember that,” Curt said, nodding.

“Me too,” Thomas said. “She tried to make sugar cookies for it and burned them. She got so mad when one of the other teachers said something about the store-bought ones she brought instead.”

There were a lot of things that would hold no value to anyone else that Thomas had saved simply because they reminded him of little moments with Cara, trinkets and souvenirs from day trips they made or gifts they bought each other. Most of these went into a new pile, no one quite sure what to do with them. But one item caught his attention, a little solar-powered plastic woman in a grass skirt and coconut bra that danced side to side slowly in direct sunlight.

“I’ll be damned. It still works,” he said. “This was from our honeymoon. I promised her Hawaii, but we couldn’t afford that. When the cancer hit for the second time, we took a trip down to California and stayed with her aunt on the beach. I tried to make it as Hawaiian as possible. I bought these things, matching Hawaiian shirts that didn’t survive the second or third washing, leis, and some tropical flowers for her. We barbequed pineapple and ham slices. It was silly and I know she wasn’t feeling up to it, but we tried, you know?”

“I think I know what to do with these,” Emmanuelle said. “You’ve got that space in your dining room, right by the wall. I think we get a little bookshelf or something and keep them there if it’s not too painful for you. A little shrine to her memory.”

“It wouldn’t be too weird for you?”

“No. I loved her too. I think everyone on this street did. It would be like… she was watching over us.”

The stories seemed to come to him easier and easier. Emmanuelle and her parents listened without much comment, the healing happening right in front of them, or at least a measure of it. Emmanuelle knew Cara would forever be a part of Thomas, a part that he loved and that hurt him in equal measure, but it felt like there might be room in there for two.

She thought about his words, that someday one of them would have to say goodbye to the other, and it made her wonder if he was already thinking about this being something more, if that was what she wanted. And as she listened to his stories, his eyes losing their haunted nature in favor of a sweet, almost innocent look, Emmanuelle realized the answer to the question. Yes. She wanted this to be more. Pain might come, but with it would come boxes of memories of their own. Stories about fun times and silly moments and moments of quiet love. She hadn’t wanted this with Josh or any of her other boyfriends, but watching Thomas now, her hand on his knee, she realized one very simple fact.

Emmanuelle was deeply in love with Thomas. And whatever the cost might ultimately be, she wanted to pay it.


Chapter 7

“Okay, I need to tell you right now,” Emmanuelle said, eyeing the food laid out on a buffet table at Saul’s, “I will never, ever, ever be this good at cooking. I’m a good cook, but this is… this is Shakespeare in food form.”

“Ooh, I love her already,” Rochel said.

Saul and Rochel’s wasn’t nearly as packed as their daughter’s engagement party, but it still bustled with life. Thomas recognized a few people, including Ariel and her husband-to-be Zack. Ariel wanted Thomas’s mailing address for a wedding invitation the next year. She took one look at Emmanuelle, and said, “And you are definitely bringing her as a plus one, right?”

“Of course he is,” Emmanuelle said. “I dance so horribly. If anything goes wrong at your reception, I’ll just bop around trying to act like a sprinkler.”

“Um. The wedding’s not for a year and…” Catching Emmanuelle and Ariel’s shared look, Thomas quickly changed tack. “Of course I am.”

“Maybe we’ll be guests at yours too,” Zack said, and strangely enough, Thomas didn’t feel like fleeing at the comment.

He’d been uncertain about going through Cara’s things the week before, and while it had been painful, excruciatingly so at times, it was nostalgic and almost sort of fun, an emotion that left him feeling apologetic enough to go visit her grave. But Cara would have been the first to understand and root him on. He was healing, and keeping his promise to her. He was living again.

Dinner was an informal serve-yourself affair, with Saul giving a brief speech about being thankful for friends and family new and old, which got rousing cheers from his guests, Thomas and Emmanuelle included. To try everything would have taken three or four plates, at least, and they still had a family dinner at the Trainor household, so they each took a plate of different things, including turkey and thin-sliced beef tenderloin Thomas thought was the best thing there. Emmanuelle’s clear-cut favorites were the baked onions, which she’d never tried at all, let alone at Thanksgiving, and the crab cakes, which were gone almost immediately.

As they ate, Saul and Rochel wanted to know everything about Emmanuelle, to the point of almost entirely ignoring their other guests. The four sat at the head of the table, Rochel holding one of their grandbabies in her arms. Emmanuelle wanted to know much the same about Saul and Thomas’s friendship, and Saul, by that point a glass of port or two beyond buzzed, began to ramble.

“We worked in the field together for, oh, a couple weeks when we were short an educator,” he said. “I knew him from around the office and liked him well enough, but I didn’t really get to know him until then. We spent a lot of nights on the road, away from our wives.”

“Those were good times,” Thomas said. He smiled at Rochel. “Apart from being away from Cara and you, anyways.”

“Oh, go on, I know you boys had fun,” Rochel said.

“We really did,” Saul said. “I’ve never been one for hotels but it was like being in school again, hanging out with a new friend, watching TV way too late, making ourselves sick on snacks.”

“And the food he introduced me to was life-changing,” Thomas said.

“He was an uncultured swine before me,” Saul said.

“It’s true.”

“But the thing that tied us both together more than anything was how much we missed our wives,” Saul said.

“Also true,” Thomas said. “I loved that job but the best part about it was coming home to Cara.”

“And I felt the same way about my mistress,” Saul said, earning an eyeroll from Rochel.

“We’ve been friends ever since. When Cara passed, it was pretty much Saul and Rochel who kept me connected to the world,” Thomas said. “They might not be blood, but they’re my family.”

* * *

With a chafing dish full of leftovers from Rochel, they drove to Tia and Curt’s house, full of good food but not so full that they weren’t anticipating a second round of turkey, stuffing, mashed potatoes, and gravy.

“Thomas, about what you said about family back there…” Emmanuelle said. “You don’t ever talk about your own family.”

“Oh,” he said softly. “I guess I haven’t. I don’t know who my dad was. My mom had me when she was a teenager. She was kind of a party girl and didn’t really want the responsibility. My grandparents raised me but it was more out of obligation than anything else. They loved me, in their way, but they had their fill of parenting by that point.”

“What happened to them? And your mom?”

“Mom was in and out of my life for three or four years before my grandmother got a call from my preschool saying my mom had come to pick me up dead drunk. They had enough and told her to sober up or they were kicking her out. She left, and a couple years later, they got a call that she OD’ed.”

“Oh my God, I’m sorry.”

“Me too. I don’t really have any memories of her so it’s not too painful, but still, I would have liked to have known her. But my grandparents are still around, living in Kentucky. They run a hardware store together. They offered to come for Cara’s funeral but it was a token thing.”

“That’s terrible.”

“No, it’s okay. I’m painting them in very broad strokes, making them out to be sort of villains. They’re not.”

“If they didn’t even come for your wife’s funeral, I can’t say I’ll ever think of them in a positive light.”

“That’s fair,” Thomas said. “I guess I’m in the habit of defending them, no matter what. They did give me a good home. A stable one.”

Emmanuelle was silent a while, and he thought she might have been crying. But when she spoke again, she said with quiet assurance, “You’re never going to be alone for a holiday again.”

That got to him. He found a place to pull over, put the car in park, and leaned over the center console to kiss her. “Thank you,” he said.

* * *

The Trainor spread might not have been as fancy as Rochel’s, but it was still incredibly good food. Tia thought the turkey was overdone, an obvious ploy to fish for compliments, but everyone at the table was happy to give them. There were two types of stuffing, good old from-a-box stuffing and a homemade stuffing with chorizo that Thomas thought might be his favorite dish of the day.

Much like at Saul and Rochel’s, Thomas and Emmanuelle were the centerpieces, and the conversation swirled around them and their budding relationship. Even Nerd the Cat seemed singularly obsessed with the couple, rubbing first on Thomas’s legs, then Emmanuelle’s, and back again, purring so loud it was like an engine revving beneath the table.

Thomas had met Emmanuelle’s older sister Maya, though only in passing and so this was a bit of a reintroduction. She was intelligent and sharp-witted, passing back barbs and old inside jokes with Emmanuelle faster than Thomas could keep up with. But despite an edge of time-honed weariness between the two siblings, it was clear they were close, and Thomas enjoyed watching them interact. The women of the family made plans to go Black Friday shopping the next day, though they agreed glumly the sales were no longer what they used to be before the days of online shopping.

After slices of pecan pie, the party began to break up. Thomas and Emmanuelle helped Tia take all the food into the kitchen, where the matriarch of the family shooed Thomas out. Emmanuelle said, “When it’s us hosting Thanksgiving, you’re helping me clean up, bub.”

“’When?’” Tia asked, delighted.

The two talked in hushed tones, joined by Emmanuelle’s sister when she put her baby down for a nap. Thomas joined Curt and Maya’s husband Hector in the living room to watch the game, though Thomas’s eyes drifted often towards the kitchen. He did have one thing he needed to ask Curt, but he waited until Hector got up to use the bathroom.

“Curt,” Thomas said. “Could I talk to you outside for a moment?”

“If you’re going to ask for my blessing, you’ve got it.”

“Your…” Thomas’s eyes widened. “No, no, uh… no, I’m… we’re not talking about that yet.”

“Yet.”

They went out front, and Curt leaned on the banister. “What can I do for you?” he asked. But he got it before Thomas answered, seeing what the younger man had dug out before he answered the question.

His wallet.

“Tomorrow,” Thomas said, his voice far steadier than he’d anticipated, “I was hoping for some help from you while Emmanuelle’s gone.”

* * *

They walked back to his house, and this time, it was Thomas who took Emmanuelle’s hand. When they got to his door, he turned and looked down at her. “Thank you,” he said.

“Told you. Mom’s cooking is always good, but on the holidays, she steps it up.”

“That’s not all I’m thanking you for.”

She stared back up at him, eyes glimmering both with good humor and hope. He leaned down to kiss her then, a gentle, needing kiss that encapsulated more than his words could. She’d brushed her teeth and he’d gargled and rinsed a few times, but the taste of Thanksgiving was still on their lips, salty, oniony, and sweet, all at once.

The kiss deepened, one of his hands going to the small of her back, the other going first to the door and then faltering, instead coming back to her, to her temple, to the back of her head, so he could cradle her close, give her all of him in that moment, his heart, his soul.

“I love you,” he said.

“Oh Thomas, I love you too, I need you tonight.”

This time, his hand connected with the doorknob and they spilled inside before they got naked right there on the front porch. Thomas’s hand fell to her slender ass, and he closed the door blindly behind him as she moaned, willing him deeper inside the house until she saw what he’d done. Half the pictures on the walls were pulled down and carefully piled on the coffee table. She looked around, a hand rising to her breast before she turned to him, tears in her eyes.

“I want to fill the walls with pictures of us too,” Thomas said.

“I didn’t want you to… to… have to get rid of those. I never, n-never wanted to get rid of her or replace her.”

“I don’t intend to. I was going to ask you to keep an eye out for a photo album tomorrow. I thought I could keep her close that way and give us room to celebrate our memories too.” His eyes searched hers, and she nodded, crying, but good tears.

She went to the coffee table and picked one of the pictures of Cara up. It was a good one of her, taken when they first dated, her back to a brick wall at a restaurant they’d both liked, grinning but looking uncertain of herself and the man she was with telling her he wanted a picture for his cell phone. Emmanuelle ran a finger along Cara’s face, and whispered, “I’ll take good care of him for both of us, okay?”

Thomas could practically hear Cara whisper to him. You take care of her too.

I will, baby. I’m happy again.

Took you long enough.

He smiled, both for his wife gone now two years and the woman he loved in this moment and for the rest of his life, however long or short that might be. Emmanuelle set the frame down gently and turned to him. He took her hand, and pulled her towards the bedroom.

There was no rush. They took their time undressing each other, kissing often. He found a mole on her breast, a cute little thing he stopped to kiss before pushing her down onto the bed and greeting her small brown nipples too. Her breasts were so perky and cute, small things that turned up at the nipples, like they were looking up at him and asking if he wouldn’t like to wrap his lips around them. He very much would, and did, teasing them with his tongue and his lips and fingertips.

Emmanuelle loved that, her fingers sweeping through his hair as she moaned and whispered to him. “Yesss, Thomas, mmm, like that…”

His hands moved to her dressy jeans, and he worked the button slowly, her hips spreading wide for him. She brought him back up to kiss him and work at his own belt and slacks, sliding them down over his slender ass. This she gripped as he kissed her neck, her collar, making her back arch and her breath come faster.

“Keep doing that, oh, keep kissing my neck like that, mmm, mmm hm.”

He brought a hand down across her mound, to her sex, finding her clad only in a thong. A thick patch of pubic hair was trimmed into a triangle, and he stroked it for a moment, enjoying the softness before moving on to her pussy. She was already wet for him, and when he slid his fingers into the thong and across her lips, she clutched his back.

“Oh yes, like that, just like that,” she moaned. “I love you, I love you.”

“I love you,” he breathed against her skin, and he kissed it, kissed her sensitive flesh, and she was there, coming for him, squeezing her thighs against his palm and closing her eyes with the sensations.

“Thomaaas!”

He stood, dropping his boxers and his slacks, forgetting they both still had their shoes on. It made him grin, and she grinned too, propping herself up to take him in, all of him, his ropey muscles, the length of him, the hair on his chest. He divested her of her shoes and jeans, leaving them both completely naked.

He couldn’t stay away from her long, leaning down to kiss her again, palming her thin pussy lips and rubbing her with gentle circles. “Say it again,” she breathed.

“I love you.”

“I love you. Is that crazy? Are we crazy?”

“Maybe. I don’t care.”

“Me either.”

“Move in with me. I make enough to take care of us and you love your job. Stick with it and move in with me.”

Her eyes lit up. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“I want you.”

“Let me get a condom.”

“I’m clean and I’m on the pill.” She studied him. “I trust you, if you say you’re clean too.”

“I am.”

Emmanuelle slid backwards up the bed to the pillows, resting back against them and wiggling into them. “They smell like you. I love that.”

He settled on top of her, hand at her chin again. Hers went to his cock, stroking him and bringing him to hardness as they kissed. “Big, so big,” she whispered, and guided him where he needed to go, tensing as his tip pressed against her, sliding in gently, her warmth and wetness welcoming him.

“Ah,” she gasped, and he kissed her slowly, eyes on hers, watching for pain and seeing only pleasure.

Thomas filled her completely, her hand at his chest to tell him when it was too much, and slowly he pulled back, looking down at the joining of their bodies. When he looked back up, she was crying, and at his alarm, she shook her head quickly.

“It’s okay, it’s okay, it feels so good, I’m crying for such a stupid reason.”

“What is it?” he asked, still ready to pull out. Maybe they could get her some toys to get her used to him, but even if he was still too big, he could live without penetrative sex.

“I… I want so badly to be off the pill,” she said. “It’s dumb, but I thought you, you, you could be coming inside me tonight, and I could be… we could be…”

“It’s not dumb,” he said, and kissed her again. “A family. With you. Yeah. I want that too.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“Good. Now make love to me.”

He kissed her again, and she gripped his cheeks to do a more thorough job, holding his face where it was as he began to rock in and out of her, careful at first until she whispered, “Faster,” and he gave it to her, still careful but speeding up until she nodded frantically.

“Just like that, oh Thomas, yes, like that, fuck me like that.”

He did, bringing a hand down to her mound and rubbing her clit and pussy. Her thighs spread wide and she gasped, “Ahh, ahhhh, ahhhh!” the words timed to the rhythm of his hips. Her hands went to his back and clutched him tight as she neared her orgasm again, her eyes going wild this time, roaming his face, his chest, his cock inside her. She clutched at his ass, feet rising in the air, and she cried out, and he was on the verge too, far sooner than he would have liked, but he knew just the right way to slow things down and stretch out this moment.

He pulled out of Emmanuelle and dove down her body. Her eyes, vacant with pleasure from the orgasm, were slow to focus on him until he threw her legs over his shoulders and buried his mouth against her pussy, eating her with a frenetic energy he hadn’t felt in so long. He roped his arms under and around her thighs so he could tease her pretty pink button while his tongue lapped up her wetness, plunging deep inside her, his eyes locked on hers.

“Thomas, oh my God, Thomas, no one’s e-ever done this to me in the m-mid… middle… oh… oh, oh, eat me, please, eat me!”

He wondered if Emmanuelle knew the power she had over him. The desire he had to service her every fantasy, every whim, every need. He would have given her anything, done anything. Eat her? That was the least he could do for the fire she’d rekindled inside him. He’d never be able to show her the depth of his love and gratitude, but he’d spend the rest of his life trying, if she’d have him.

Her hips rose off the bed, her body moving to the rhythm of his tongue and his thumbs. She lashed outward involuntarily, hitting the mattress before bringing the hand down to his head again and gripping his hair to pull him tighter to her. “Oh… oh God!” she wailed. It was so loud. Her pleasure couldn’t be contained, not anymore. Her latest orgasm made her drive her hips up and down, up and down, like she was doing some yoga position he’d love to see. The grin on his face got her attention and she grinned too.

“Get up here. No. Even better. On your back.”

Her voice was hoarse and throaty, and he hurried to comply. She was slight and lithe and soft, and jumped on him like he was her new favorite toy. She gripped him beneath her slender hips. Her eyes sparkled as she slid down his length, taking him easier now, her hands on his chest, her breasts thrust out. He leaned up and sucked at one of her dark nipples, and she cooed and gripped his head to pull him tighter, hips starting to rock, her eyes still wondrous jewels refracting light from nowhere and everywhere.

She made love to him, hands moving to his chest and pushing him back to the bed so she could ride him harder and faster, hips flexing back and forth as she built up a quick pace. Strands of her hair fell across one of her eyes and he brushed it back before cupping the side of her neck, pulling her down to him for a kiss, never thinking to ask if she didn’t mind her own taste, but if she did, she never gave him any sign. She kissed him as eagerly as he was for her, tongues clashing.

“I love you,” she whispered, “I love you, I love you, I love you…”

“I love you, Emmanuelle, I love you so much,” he said, his voice hoarse from the strain of holding on for her, his cock throbbing for release, and he was close, so close, but so was she, and again, he could practically imagine Cara in bed, hollering for him to wait, wait, hang on, she was close, he needed to hang on for her, and he did, gripping Emmanuelle’s waist with one hand and running the other down to her shoulder, to her side. Her eyes fought to stay open as her pleasure mounted, and she plunged her lips to his one more time, hips jerking furiously now, her gasp filling him like nothing had for so very long, the void filled with his love and need.

“C-coming, oh, oh, Thomas, I’m… ahhhh!”

And he could take no more. He clutched her tight and twisted with her until Emmanuelle was on her back, arms and legs wrapped around him, kissing his neck frantically as he rocked hard inside her, his come filling her.

“Fuck, Emmanuelle!”

“Yes, yessss, oh oh God, let this be real sometime, I want it to be real, I want a baby with you, I want a life with you…”

“I want that too,” he panted, “I want it so much.”

They kissed again, clutching to each other, holding tight long after he softened and freed himself from her. They somehow wound up on their sides facing each other, his fingers tracing her face, her soft breasts, her stomach, her hips. He needed to clean her up but not yet, not for a good long while, not while there were words to be spoken between their eyes.


Chapter 8

Emmanuelle was exhausted, both from making love to Thomas until nearly two in the morning despite needing to get up just a few hours later, then from shopping with her mom and sister, a whirlwind of stores and deals. She didn’t have much money herself, but Maya slipped her a little extra cash and told her not to worry about it when Emmanuelle promised she’d pay her back.

Both of them were ecstatic Emmanuelle and Thomas were now officially official. Emmanuelle wasn’t sure what they would say when she mentioned he invited her to come live with him, but Tia and Maya both were so genuinely happy for her. And as Maya pointed out, it wasn’t like they had far to move her things, either. That would come later that night. She was so tired from shopping she just wanted to take a nice long hot bath. Preferably with Thomas behind her, holding her tight.

Waking up next to him had been one of the nicest experiences of her life, but really, he was far too skinny. Like Mrs. Claus, she’d need to fatten him up. She looked forward to that. Mm. Dinner in bed sounded good. Especially with him as dessert. But she liked the way he’d spooned her before bed. It was so effortless, his fingers stroking her side as she slipped down into unconsciousness, and then finding herself pressed back against him in the morning, as though their bodies were meant to fit together. He’d complained about his arm being numb, but he could stuff it. His discomfort was worth her bliss.

She grinned to herself and never noticed Maya and Tia sharing a smile of their own. When would Thomas propose? She wondered if she should wait for the wedding to go off the pill, then immediately discarded that idea. She’d look so good in a white dress with a big round belly. Maybe they didn’t even need a wedding. Maybe she’d drag him to the courthouse Monday or Tuesday, whenever they were open again, and they could just get married right then and there.

Silly thoughts, lovely thoughts, giddy thoughts. Emmanuelle was in love, truly in love, and the future had never seemed so perfect. She hoped Cara approved.

But her thoughts were interrupted by what she saw when they turned the corner onto their street. In the front passenger seat, Tia said, “They’re… oh… oh my heart.”

Emmanuelle couldn’t respond. Her focus was entirely on the two men hanging lights from Thomas’s roof, Thomas on the ladder, her father handing up a tool. They saw the crossover coming, and Curt waved cheerfully. Thomas had his hands full, but his smile, his wonderful, honest smile, meant one thing. Operation Get Thomas to Love Christmas Again was a resounding success.

* * *

Christmas Day, and Emmanuelle couldn’t stop staring at the ring on her hand. He’d proposed that morning, so serious, so studious, his eyes on hers. She was anything but serious, bellowing “yes!” as loud as she could and tackling him to the rug to lay kisses all over his face before she even thought to let him slip the ring on.

They were the center of attention at the Trainor household that snowy morning. When Saul and Rochel heard the good news, they rushed across the city to join their family for breakfast and congratulate them. Nancy and her family found out too and Emmanuelle’s best friend promised they’d be right over as soon as they could. Someone – Maya, probably – broke away and texted their family and friends, and now the phone calls and texts were flooding in, happily ignored, at least for the moment.

There was still one present left under the tree, unmarked and in the fanciest wrapping paper Emmanuelle had ever seen, complete with velvet ribbon and a cloth bow. Curt and Tia got everyone in the living room together, Curt with his phone in hand to record the opening. Tia brought it to Emmanuelle and Thomas, and Emmanuelle, not sure exactly why, felt her heart swell and heat rise to her eyes.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Open it. It’s for you specifically, but it’s really for the both of you and….”

“What do you mean?” Emmanuelle asked, but her mother only shook her head and smiled.

They unwrapped it carefully, unlike the frenzied paper shredding they’d gone through up to that point. Inside was a box that made Thomas suck in a breath. Emmanuelle didn’t understand why. It was unadorned, except for a beautifully stenciled letter in one corner.

“You didn’t,” he said.

“We did,” Curt said.

“What?” Emmanuelle asked, looking between all three of them.

“Open the box,” Thomas said, his voice hoarse, his eyes watering.

She did, still puzzled, and didn’t get it until she was holding up the garment inside, her own tears falling fast and hard, feeling the phantom caress of a woman holding her hand for the briefest of moments.

Tia said quietly, “We figured Santa Claus needed his Mrs. Claus.”

* * * * *

Thank you, thank you, thank you for reading. If you’ve cracked this one open during the holidays, I hope you have a magical one full of love and warmth. And hey, if it’s not the holidays when you read this, I still wish you the same.

Ho ho ho!
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