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Dedication


For Jimbo, for theatre folk everywhere, and for anyone who has ever needed a second chance.


To Lucy Score and her incredibly supportive and loving BRAs


And to all of my Hopeful Romantics! <3






Epigraph


“All human wisdom is summed up in two words: wait and hope.” 
– Alexandre Dumas
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Carol


“ She ran her hands over his hard baguette ,” Carol muttered as she reread the previous sentence. “And . . . ” She glanced at her notes and then squinted at the screen. “And commented that his dough felt like it had been overworked.” She chuckled to herself. “Aren’t they always?” 
She fixed the sentence’s punctuation and slumped back in her chair. This article sucked. She sighed and turned her head to stare out of the open window at rain-drenched Seattle. Normally, she found the soft sound and the smell of falling rain against the gray sky soothing. But now, it was interrupted by the glow of multicolored LED lights, heralding the coming of the worst time of the year for Carol. Today was December 1st. And the woman across the street hadn’t wasted any time in decorating. 
This morning the view was staring back at her in the form of Mrs. Birkenstock’s black cat, Wiener. He’d paused momentarily to listen to her, but the article hadn’t hooked his attention either. He’d quickly returned to his previous activity; going to town on himself, legs splayed.
“I know the article sucks, Wiener. What do you want from me? I just edit this crap, I don’t write it.” The cat’s name had been “Werner” when Mrs. Birkenstock’s granddaughter had originally brought him to her. But when the older woman had almost broken her leg tripping over him, she’d screamed “Wiener!” so loudly that the whole building (and probably the whole block) had gone momentarily silent. And now “Wiener” was the only name the cat would answer to. Wiener got to his feet and headed for the fire escape, showing her his butt hole.
“Yep, that about sums it up,” she sighed, pushing back from her computer. As she did, the leg of her chair snagged on the cover of one of the many paperbacks that had spilled out of the cardboard boxes stacked on the floor next to her. The sound of paper ripping made her glance down at the carnage. The torn glossy cover featured a muscled Fabio look-alike in a kilt holding a swooning woman under the title Putting the ‘Tart’ in Tartan and below that by Rose Fielding. She let out a sigh of relief. “Thank god. Just one of mine.” 
She heard the familiar scratching sounds of Wiener’s claws on her couch (also stacked with boxes) on his thrice daily quest to beg her for a treat. She yawned and stretched before getting to her feet and bending over to stuff the scattered paperbacks back into their box.
“Yeay,” she muttered, glancing over the covers of the mass-produced paperbacks. “This whole box is just my crap. Well, Wiener, if the heat goes out this winter, I’ll at least have some fuel to donate to the rooftop trash barrel fire.” He rubbed against her ankles and meowed. Straightening up, Carol rolled her eyes as she stepped around more boxes to get to the cabinet and the packet of kitty treats she’d bought by mistake.
“You know, Wiener, you’re just lucky that your kitty treats and my fruit snacks have nearly identical packaging and some incredibly inconsiderate asshole left them on the shelf in the fruit snack aisle.” She shook a few into her hand and paused, staring down at the little fish shapes. She glanced at the cat. “How many people do you think tossed back these kitty treats thinking they were a fruity treat, choked when they realized their mistake, and then died?”
Wiener blinked at her and meowed. 
Carol nodded. “Right. Not your problem.” She held the treats out to him. “So, Wiener, when are you going to meet a nice girl named ‘Gonads’ and settle down?” The cat didn’t reply to that. But after a minute, Wiener started licking himself again.
“Sorry I asked,” she muttered, returning to her seat. “I think you’ve got the right idea though, for what it’s worth. It’s not so bad being alone, right? You don’t have to share your snacks and you don’t have to explain to anyone else how to pleasure you.”
The loose knob on her apartment’s front door rattled and Carol leaned her head back to look at her entryway upside down.
“Sonnofa . . . ” 
“Gotta use your foot, Jeb,” Carol called, returning her gaze to her computer screen.
With a crash, the door banged open and Jeb Reese marched in, the look of disdain on his face matching those of the squashed-faced pink bunny slippers he wore. He was a tall, stylish man in his mid-thirties with perfect hair and an impeccable wardrobe, at least when he had plans to see anyone besides Carol. They’d decided, years before that effort was for other people. Their relationship was about comfort and coffee. 
“Carol, my dear, as much as I love you, one of these days, you’re going to have to unpack your coffee machine. And buy coffee. And find your mugs.” He thrust a steaming mug at Carol with a weary sigh. 
“Why would I want to do a thing like that?” Carol asked, taking the mug, “Then what excuse would I have for your glorious company every morning?”
“You’re just lucky that my machine’s lowest setting is two cups of coffee and I break out in hives if I have a second cup.” 
She didn’t miss the pink skin on his hand gripping the mug’s handle. Most likely the result of the spillage that had just occurred at the door. “As always, thank you my dear, sweet friend. And I’m so sorry about your hand.” Carol took a deep drink from the mug and sighed. 
“Don’t try to distract me with sweet talk, woman. I’m trying to get my ‘mad’ on. Your front door is just like my ex: hulking, loose with its knob, and best when kicked.” Jeb shoved another box of books off the only other chair and plopped down. Unfortunately, when Jeb dislodged the box on the chair, it knocked over a taller box leaning against the wall. Carol and Jeb were frozen in place, watching the slow-motion domino effect of boxes along her wall. When the last one fell, the muffled sound of breaking glass made them both suck in some air.
“Sorry?” Jeb asked. 
Carol narrowed her eyes at him. “You don’t sound like you are.”
He shrugged. “I’m not sure that I should be. I mean, at this point, I think I might be doing you a favor by destroying some of this crap.”
“Fair,” she muttered, picking her way across the living room to assess the damage. The last box to fall had been another tall one, full of framed artwork. It was dusty and looked like she’d opened it long enough to see what was inside before moving on to find something more essential to dig through. She tugged on the frame stacked in the middle, hearing the broken glass shift and fall back into the box as she pulled it out.
“What was in there?” Jeb asked, coming to stand next to her. “Is . . . is that you?”
She nodded, studying the old theatre show poster. She couldn’t speak. The memory held in stasis on the poster had kicked her right in the mental solar plexus. She was young in the photo with the rest of the cast of The Taming of the Shrew. She was sitting on Rex’s lap and they were both laughing, despite the crack in the glass cutting them both off at their necks.
“I’ve lived next door to you for almost three years and I’m just now finding out you used to do theatre?” Jeb asked.
She snorted. “It was just a college production. Seventh-hand props, safety-pinned costumes, and set pieces left over from the big production of Camelot that none of us were cast in.” The pain in her chest was trying to spread. She shoved the frame back into the box and leaned it against the wall. 
Jeb cleared his throat and she felt herself smile. If there was one thing Jeb Reese could not handle, it was awkward silences. Under different circumstances, she’d be doing everything she could to extend it. Maybe start crying or whistling softly until he cracked and started talking about whatever bizarre topic had crept into his thoughts during the uncomfortable silence. These were always her favorite conversations with Jeb.
“I know it’s largely a moot question,” he said finally, “since at this point the boxes as well as their contents are more likely to just decompose, but when are you going to unpack?”
Carol shrugged. “I guess when I need something.” She led the way back to the table, thankful for an excuse to not meet his gaze.
“Like coffee mugs and a coffee machine?” he muttered, taking his seat.
“Nah, when I really need something important. Like coasters or crocheted toilet paper cozies.” She dropped back into her chair and heard two more paperbacks fall out of the box behind her chair.
Jeb sighed and Carol could feel the speech coming. “It’s been three years, Car. Three years of you living out of boxes, not writing a word . . . ”
“Hey! I’ve written words. I mean, look at what I wrote today.”
Jeb leaned over to read her computer screen. “Sizzling Hot Buns . . . oh! Are you finally writing again? Another sexy romance?”
“Well, I guess ‘writing’ isn’t exactly accurate. I’m copyediting . . . and it’s an article about . . . bread.”
He shook his head. “Carol, you have to start writing again. You’ve moped for almost half a decade.”
She rolled her eyes. “All hail the Emperor of Exaggeration.”
“Seriously,” Jeb continued. “I was a kid the last time a Rose Fielding novel came out.”
“What’s that, your majesty?” she asked, trying to ignore how old that comment made her feel. “It’s past your nap time and you’re feeling cranky?”
“Rose Fielding needs to strap on her fishnets, zip up her leather catsuit, and sharpen her man-killer nails.”
Carol cut her eyes to him. “You’ve clearly never read any of my books.”
He shrugged. “I read romance. I know what goes on.”
“Apparently man-clawing and zippered leather cosplay.”
He crossed his arms and glared at her. “You know what I mean. You were a New York Times Best Seller for gods’ sake.”
Carol snorted. “Five years ago.”
“You have to start writing again.”
“I am writing again,” she said, gesturing at the screen.
“And you need to unpack these boxes.”
“I’ve unpacked some. I needed a mixing bowl the other day.”
“For what?” he asked, narrowing his eyes at her.
“The roof started leaking,” she said, gesturing to the floor in the corner of her living room where the tell-tale plink of dripping water from the ceiling interrupted the quiet that fell between them while they sized each other up.
“Carol, this place is a dump,” Jeb said. “And that’s coming from someone who has lived in this building twice as long as you have.”
She shrugged. “I’ve lived in worse. When Rex and I were first married, we were so poor, we lived in a renovated utility closet, listed as a ‘studio apartment’ in New York.” The familiar pain was down to a dull ache, like a toe stub now. That was progress after three years, wasn’t it? 
“Honey, he’s Rex the Ex. Or Rexus Doucheus. Or He-Who-Must-Be-Maimed,” Jeb growled. “He has no other name.”
“Right,” Carol muttered.
“Anyway,” he sighed, “I had another reason for coming over this morning.” Carol fell still; prey, sensing a predator approaching. “I can’t think of anything more depressing than spending the holidays in this dump, by yourself, surrounded by your ghosts of depression past,” he muttered, kicking the box at his feet.
“What are you saying?” Carol asked, turning her attention back to her mug . . . or Jeb’s mug, she guessed. She had to admit, he could brew a pretty damn good cup of coffee.
“That you should at least come over to my apartment for Christmas.”
“Thanks, Jeb, but I have to work.” On a cue that Carol couldn’t have wedged in more conveniently for a character in one of her books, the phone rang. 
“Carol?”
“It’s Emily, the blog editor,” she whispered to Jeb. He sighed, waved goodbye, and a moment later Carol heard her apartment door close behind him.
“Hi Emily, I’m just finishing edits to the ‘Sizzling Hot Buns’ piece.”
“That’s great,” Emily said, dismissively. “I’m just calling because I need the last of the Christmas articles you’re editing. I’m programming the auto-deliver function before we all break for the holidays.”
“Oh, Emily, about that. I’m not going anywhere this month. And I know how the delivery system works, so I could stay online with it and make sure everything gets posted like it’s supposed to.”
There was silence at the other end of the line. “Carol, that’s not part of the ‘Spicy ‘n’ Sassy’ Food Blog work culture. We want staff to take the holidays off. December is a minimal staffing month for a reason. It’s Christmas time.”
Carol rested her thumb over her eyelid, trying to stop the twitch that always came with talk of the holidays. “Oh, well, I can get started on the post-holiday stuff.”
“Carol, you’ve already copyedited everything post-post-holiday that’s been sent to you. Which was why I was curious about the holiday stuff not being turned in.”
Carol didn’t know how to tell her young, Hallmark-movie-heroine of an editor that she’d been putting off copyediting the holiday-heavy articles because she hated Christmas and everything it entailed.
Christmas, three years ago, was when she found out Rex had been having an affair with his secretary, Pam. At that point, Pam was already seven months pregnant. The next Christmas, she’d found out Pam was pregnant again, and then last year on Christmas, Pam had spammed everyone’s Instagram feeds with pictures of two matching stockings and the announcement that (for the third time) they were pregnant and this time, it was twins. Seriously, what was with their doinking schedule and Christmas? Carol did her best to turn her back on the dark mental chasm she was looking over the edge of.
“Take some time off, Carol,” Emily said with the air of Santa pulling out an extra-large, steaming pile of “present” and dropping it in her lap. When she’d said goodbye to Emily, Carol tossed the phone on the table and put her chin in her hand as she surveyed the room around her. 
The first year, she’d told herself the apartment was temporary. She and Rex would work out their differences and get back together. She’d been in denial. “The baby couldn’t be his. Because if it was . . . that would mean she was the one who couldn’t . . . ” The second year of no unpacking was all down to depression. Pam was pregnant again. The one thing Carol had confirmed she would never be. And Rex was overjoyed. The third year of unpacking could be summed up with “why bother?” She made sure there weren’t mice and the apartment wasn’t really a mess. It just . . . looked more like a storage locker than an apartment. “But, I have a good feeling about year four,” she said to the stacks of boxes around her. “Maybe for Christmas this year, I’ll open all of you like three-year-old ‘presents’ that have just been lying around here.”
She squared her shoulders and turned back to the “Sizzlin’ Buns” article. “This sucks,” she muttered after rereading the first few lines again. With a sigh, she opened a new tab and mindlessly scrolled through her Facebook news feed. She knew on a logical level that she should have purged her friend list after the divorce, but every time she went to do it, she convinced herself it was too much work. 
Besides, what about all the photos with friends that she wouldn’t be tagged in anymore, and all the memories? So she hadn’t. And as painful as it was, she still took a small measure of comfort from seeing posts from Rex’s sisters or mom and knowing that they were still ok, wherever they were in the world. Well, usually it gave her comfort. 
She’d been scrolling for less than a minute when she came across a re-shared post from Rex’s sister Linda’s feed. It was one of those sparkly videos, with hearts and flashing lights intense enough to give someone a seizure. When the digital dust settled, she found herself staring at a picture of Rex and Pam, surrounded by their four kids, dressed as reindeer. Pam was looking rather round and her ugly Christmas sweater said, “Guess who’s coming down the chimney?” The text on the bottom of the video glimmered as it announced, “Santa pulled something extra special out of his sack for the Fannar family this Christmas.” 
“Phrasing,” Carol muttered. And then she realized what she was looking at. Four kids in the picture, and a fifth on the way. “My god, she’s pregnant again,” she sighed. 
Rex was dressed as Santa with his arm around her. “Someone needs to roast his chestnuts,” Carol muttered before slamming the lid closed on her laptop.
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Carol


It had taken a coffee refill from Jeb and some primal screaming in the shower, but she’d eventually made it back to her table and buried herself in the articles she’d been avoiding. She was already in a bad mood; might as well make the most of it. 
“Well, now what?” Carol asked her laptop screen. She’d sent the email submitting the last of the edited Christmas articles. She refreshed her email inbox, willing one of the culinary writers to send her more to edit. She’d really been hoping that she’d be so snowed under with articles to edit that she could work right through the holidays. “Damn Emily and her ‘healthy work-life balance.’” Carol muttered. “And who is she to impose it on me and her other employees, huh?” Wiener had disappeared back out the window and the apartment around her was quiet. Like a friend who wanted to disagree with her, but knew it would be pointless. Carol sighed. What was she doing with her life? “Thirty-eight and already washed up,” she chuckled darkly. Her phone rang and she snatched it up without checking the caller ID.
“Hey Car!” The voice dragged a smile out of her, kicking and screaming.
“Mari?” Marigold Forrester was the closest thing Carol had ever had to a sister. They’d grown up three houses apart in the Tacoma suburbs. Mari had a big family with five brothers and two sisters, while Carol just had her mom and dad. But Mari had always told her she was a “Forrester by association”; even going so far as to get her and her parents matching sweaters one Christmas for the big Forrester family photo. 
“Happy holidays to you, you big dork. Where have you been?” Mari’s voice was playful but Carol could hear the annoyance around the edges.
She sighed. “I know, I haven’t been good at returning emails lately.” Or ever. But especially lately. Carol would read emails or posts listing off all the things other people were doing, how happy they were, their upcoming plans for the holidays, blah, blah, blah. She’d stare at the taunting “reply” button, give it the finger, and then close her laptop with the force of a bully stuffing a freshman’s head in the toilet. She didn’t have anything to say. Nothing to reply with. No tidings to give. 
She once tried to compose a reply in her head: “Dear Whoever-the-hell. So nice to hear from you. I’m glad your colonoscopy was a success. I’m sure there were some twists and turns there, and it was probably a real nail-biter. Though, I hope your doc trimmed his nails beforehand. Everything is gravy here. I think I broke my toe, tripping over a box of knick-knacks that I’m not planning on ever looking at again. They were the ones that Rex and I picked up on our vacations. Oh, I forgot to tell you, Rex cheated on and left me three years ago. But life since then has been splendid. I’m a copyeditor for a boring cooking blog that tries too hard. And I don’t write books anymore. Nope. Just me and “Brown Buttering Pork Butts” these days. The most social interaction I get on a day-to-day basis is when my neighbor across the hall brings coffee to me in the morning and I return the mug in the evening. And the only wiener I’ve seen in three years is the cat who goes by that name and lives on my fire escape. Happy Holidays!”
The end result had left her so depressed that she’d signed herself up to copy edit and transcribe twelve episodes of “Mr. Sass”, the cranky chef show featured on the blog. It had kept her busy, but in hindsight, it hadn’t really done much for her depression. 
“Car, are you spacing out on phone calls now, too?” Mari’s voice yanked her back from her wallow down memory lane. 
“Sorry, Mari, just . . . really busy.”
“Oh! Are you writing?! Are you finally drafting a sequel to Tender is the Bite? I’ve been waiting for seven years to find out what happens with Mezzerick and Kate.” Carol rolled her eyes. Of course, the throwaway vampire romance was everyone’s favorite. Not any of her contemporary or historical literary efforts. Typical.
“No, I . . . I work for a blog these days.” There was a pause on the other end of the line.
“Like a writer’s blog?” Mari asked.
Carol sighed. “No, a cooking blog.”
“Oh.” 
Yeah, there was a lot unsaid in that “oh”. Disappointment mostly, with a healthy serving of pity. Overall awkwardness: a score of ten out of ten. “Yeah, it’s fun,” Carol said, wincing at how unconvincing she sounded.
“Car, you’ve got to move on.”
“I’ve only been working for this blog a year . . . ”
“You know what I mean,” Mari growled. “I’m talking about the douchebag who’s been living rent-free in your psyche, pissing on every good thought or moment of happiness that’s come since you gave his overly-fertile ass the boot.”
Carol gritted her teeth and refused to look down at her left hand. Jeb didn’t give her shit about it because he thought she wore it to ward off creeps, but Mari knew why Carol still wore her wedding ring. Not that she approved and not that it would prevent her from giving Carol hell about it. “Technically I didn’t give him the boot.”
“No, but you should have. Though, if it was me, I wouldn’t have given it to him in the ass.”
Carol squeezed her eyes shut. “Rephrase, please.”
“You know what I mean,” Mari said. “He cheated on you and knocked up his secretary and she was practically in labor when he finally, ironically, got the balls to tell you. You should have set all his shit on fire. Or at least eviscerated him in the divorce.”
Carol snorted. “And how would that have worked? I was making twice the money he was at the time.” 
“What are you doing for the holidays?” Mari asked, changing course mid-rant.  
Carol paused. She’d seen this minefield before. It was a classic Mari Forrester tactic. Innocent questions that look like daisies in a field of grass, but stop to pick one, and it turns out to be the hair trigger on some kind of exploding bear trap. The last time she’d fallen for it, she’d ended up going stag to Mari’s wedding. She’d been the only uncoupled person there, which had landed her at the kid’s table since all the round tables were set for exactly three couples each. 
But, if she was being honest, it hadn’t been that bad. She’d hung out with Mari’s daughter Fionna all night. She was only six at the time, but Carol could already tell that Mari’s diabolical little apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree. She’d used that innocent face to get the wedding DJ to play the “Baby Shark” song and then she’d sat with Carol the rest of the night pointing out all the scowling guests who had the song stuck in their heads.
“I’m . . . working,” Carol said, trying to force her voice to sound more convincing. 
“On Christmas,” Mari said, calling her bluff.
“The . . . blogosphere . . . never sleeps,” she muttered.
“Fi and I moved out to this cute island town six months ago.”
Carol frowned. “What about Jack?”
“He hit the road,” Mari snorted.
“You’ve been waiting to say that one for a long time, haven’t you?” Carol asked.
“Pretty much since he left. I tried it on my mom and she told me I was . . . morbid.”
“I guess I can see her point, but . . . Mari, he left you?”
It was Mari’s turn to sigh and take her time answering. “Yeah. I knew it wasn’t going to last. He’s a good dad to Fi, and he stayed ‘in the area’ for six years until we made it official, but he’s not long-haul-trucker-buddy-for-life material.” 
“Well, to be fair, who is?” Carol muttered.
“In my experience, just you and Fi. So, this Christmas it’s just me and Fi. The rest of my family is going to the east coast to visit the grandparents but I have to work so we’re staying home. And this town is really quirky. Why don’t you come out and spend the holidays with us? There’s so much to do here. There are volunteer opportunities out the wazoo.”
“Oh good,” Carol said, “I’ve always wanted to have my wazoo full of volunteers.”
“Come on, Carol. It’ll be like old times. I’ll even dig out our Forrester sweaters.”
Old times. Back when she and Mari were young and had their whole lives ahead of them. Careers, dreams, and family hopes. A very old wound was opening in her chest. At least Mari had Fi. Carol looked around her apartment. She had a leaking roof and a treats-eating Wiener. What did she have to bring to the joy of the holidays? And what had the holidays ever done for her, for that matter? What had they ever done to deserve to be “joyful”? Nada. She and the holidays had had an unspoken agreement for the past three years to just avoid each other like ships passing in the night, neither of them becoming the Ever Given, clogging up the other’s canal. She could hold up her end of the bargain. 
“Sorry, Mari,” Carol began.
“Wait, before you say ‘no’ to me, there’s one more person you need to tell it to.” There was a scuffling over the phone, and then a voice Carol hadn’t heard in three years came on the line.
“Auntie Car-Car! Vroom-vroom!” 
Oh, Mari played dirty. Carol laughed before she could help herself. When Fi had been little, she hadn’t been able to say “Carol”. But she could say “car” so Carol had become Auntie Car-Car, and Fi was extremely disappointed when she met Carol in person for the first time and found out she wasn’t an actual car. Eventually, with Carol’s imitated car noises, Fi had warmed to her, but the name had stuck.
“Hey, Fi, how are you doing?”
“Good, I guess.”
“You guess?”
Fi sighed. “I hate being the new kid at school.”
“I’ll bet it’s hard. But it’ll get better. Do you like your school?”
“Yeah, and our town is on this island. That’s pretty cool. I just . . . ”
Carol frowned. “What’s up, Fi?”
“I feel kind of . . . alone. Nobody really knows me here. It’s like I’m a ghost sometimes.”
“I know what you mean, kiddo.”
“No, Harpo! Sit!”
“Harpo?”
“He’s our dog. I gotta go feed him. Please come out for Christmas, Auntie Car! It would be so much more fun with you here.”
Carol rolled her eyes. She could practically see Mari mouthing the words to Fi for her to say. “Love you, Fi. Good talking to you.” And then Mari was back on the phone.
“See? Fi wants you to come too.”
“Yeah. Did you use cue cards or did you spring for a teleprompter?”
“Neither,” Mari said. “We miss you. Please come out for the holidays.” 
Carol sighed. The last thing she wanted to be was the Debbie Downer of their Christmas. “I really have to work, Mari.”
“Just . . . think about it, ok?” Mari asked. “We miss you. And Christmas is for family. And as a Forrester-by-association, that means you.” 
A black, furry butt pressed itself against Carol’s window in her direct line of sight. A taunting, feline, pressed ham, which was about as festive as the holidays were bound to get in her apartment. Not that she minded. 
“I’ll think about it,” she told Mari, to placate her.
Carol ended the call and went to the window to feed Wiener a piece of his adopted namesake that had been in her fridge for two days. “Your entrée to follow your appetizer, my liege?” She muttered while he licked the hot dog juice off her fingers.
The cold, wet Seattle air was bracing on her fire escape and Carol wished for the hundredth time that week that she still smoked and had a good excuse to just stand out there, staring at traffic and feeling the rain on her face. If she did it now, looking as she did, her neighbor would probably think she was going to jump and would call the police.
A walk. That’s what she needed. She bundled up against the cold and decided she’d go by the bodega on the corner and get a bag of the good Dunkin’ Donuts brand coffee for Jeb. A thank you and apology for the burn he’d sustained due to her a-hole of a front door. 
It was rush hour and traffic on the sidewalk was almost as thick and slow as the traffic in the street. She got to the bodega and was able to snatch the last bag of Christmas-blend Dunkin’ Donuts coffee. It’s festive, Carol thought to herself as she rejoined the sea of pedestrians on the sidewalk. This should be more than enough to get me off the hook with the universe for mentally wishing everyone an Un-merry Christmas. 
The man in front of her was wearing an ugly Christmas sweater. The back of it was patterned with a reindeer’s ass, complete with a fluffy puffball tail. The light to cross the street turned and she stepped off the curb, following Mr. Reindeer Butt. The crossing was slow and she and Reindeer Butt were towards the back so the safe crossing light was already flashing its warning at them before they reached the opposite curb. Reindeer Butt stepped up on the sidewalk, but it was so full, Carol had to wait for the space to open up to be able to squeeze in behind him. 
“Look out!” Someone screamed. 
Carol turned in time to see a giant Santa straddling a sleigh, attached to the front of a city bus, charging her way at forty-five miles an hour. 
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“Santa just about mowed you down,” a raspy voice chuckled. Carol opened her eyes and blinked at the small woman in front of her as she released her hold on Carol’s arms. The woman’s hands and face looked like they’d been chiseled from weathered driftwood. She was wearing a red knit cap, and a sweater featuring Garfield giving the world a stiff middle finger or . . . toe.  
“Yeah,” Carol muttered, turning on the spot to glance back at the street. The bus hadn’t even slowed down on its way by. “Thanks for snatching me from his ho-ho-hands of death. I don’t think there’s a verse in that song about being run over by a Santa strapped to the front of a city bus.”
The woman chuckled. “Not that I know of. Course, some days I wouldn’t mind being taken out by a bus. It’d probably be pretty fast. Well, as long as the bus was going fast enough. I don’t want to linger.”
Carol nodded. “Definitely an upside to taking a grille to the face at fifty miles per hour.” The pedestrian traffic was a river moving around them like they were two rocks jutting out of the water.
“C’mon. Let’s go get something hot to drink. You’re probably in shock and I don’t want you to die on me now,” the woman muttered.
Carol blinked at her. “You don’t have to . . . I’m fine.” But the woman didn’t seem to hear her. Not sure what else to do, Carol followed the bobbing red cap through the crowd.
In Seattle, you couldn’t swing a drunk hipster without hitting a coffee shop. They’d only gone half a block when the woman darted through a doorway to their left. It took three tries for Carol to make it through the door herself, dodging around the other people coming out, going in, or just trying to get by on the sidewalk. 
“Seriously, where did all these people come from?” she muttered.
“I don’t know where they came from,” the old woman chuckled. “But I know where they can go.”
Carol felt a grin form on her face. She didn’t even know this old gal’s name, but she already liked her. Of course, she could be a serial killer or a cult leader, or a telemarketing company CEO. But if she was, she was the snarkiest telemarketing, serial killing, cult leader she’d ever encountered. “Sorry, I didn’t know you could hear me.”
The woman grinned. “I may be old, but I’ve still got ears like a fox.” She shrugged. “Or an old dog at the very least.” She pointed to a cafe table. “Sit. I’ll get us something that’ll put hair on your eyeballs.”
“Awesome,” Carol murmured. “I’ve always wanted to blink like a Muppet.”
Fifteen minutes later, the woman was back. It had to have been some kind of record. Not once since moving to Seattle, eight years earlier, had she ever gotten through the line at a coffee shop in less than twenty minutes. The cup the woman set in front of her was grande-sized. The coffee was black and the acidity smelled like it had been turned up all the way to “paint stripper”.
“Wh-What is it?” Carol coughed.
“Seattle Drain-O,” the old woman chuckled. Without so much as a tentative sip to test the temperature, the woman lifted it to her lips and seemed to drink half the cup in one pull. Carol just watched her. She could feel her mouth hanging open and tried to close it. Maybe chugging boiling hot coffee was how her voice had ended up so raspy. The woman set her cup down and looked around at the other customers. “I think I’m gonna go dirt biking this weekend. You ever been dirt biking?”
“Uh, no,” Carol said. 
The woman shrugged. “My boyfriend likes it. He says I probably will. Seems like a stupid way to spend a weekend. But I guess it’s better than staring at the same four walls for another week, know what I mean?” She sighed and glanced over at Carol. “What about you? What are you doing this weekend?”
“Oh, I thought I’d charter a balloon for a little ‘drift around the world.’” Carol picked up her cup and blew on the boiling hot liquid. The heat rising from the cup was enough to make her skin sweat. How the hell was the woman across from her still alive?
“Ah, so horseshit is your first language, is it? Native speaker. I see you.”
“Ex-Excuse me,” Carol coughed. She’d made the daring choice to take a sip and it felt like the stream of a pressure washer, taking the skin off the inside of her throat by pure liquid force.
The woman sighed. “My name’s Verita. What’s yours?”
“Uh, Carol.”
“Well, Carol, I hope it’s not every day that you try to get to second base with a King’s County RapidRide bus. Gun to my head, I’d say something was distracting you.”
Carol frowned. “No, I just couldn’t get onto the sidewalk. There were too many pedestrians.”
Verita didn’t say anything. She just stared at Carol, her long crooked fingers resting along the rim of her half-empty coffee cup. Her eyes were sharp, blue, and assessing. Carol started to squirm. “There were too many pedestrians and you couldn’t get onto the sidewalk,” Verita repeated, emotionless.
Carol was about to make a snide comment about the woman’s “fox ears”, but she paused as the vision of the sidewalk formed in her mind’s eye, complete with the guy in the reindeer ass sweater. There had been room. A lot of it. No one had been standing on the edge of the curb. The pedestrian traffic had thinned out . . . there had been room. So why had she paused? Why had she stood in front of that bus and closed her eyes?
Verita was watching her. When Carol met her gaze, the old woman nodded slowly. “So, what was distracting you? The shit time of year that is the holidays? That asshole in the reindeer sweater? Or was it the depression you’ve been swimming in?”
Carol blinked at her. How did she . . .
Verita waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. “No, I’m not a psychic, not even like Johnny Carson was a psychic. It’s plain to anyone who looks at you that you’re down at the bottom of someone’s well. The question is, is it one you dug yourself, or one you fell into ‘cause some fool went and left it uncovered?”
Carol didn’t know how to respond to that.
Verita sighed. “Doesn’t really matter. You’re the only one who can decide what to do about it now. Wells can be a good place to get some thinking done. Have some peace and quiet. Figure things out. But don’t shoot the person who comes to throw you down a rope so you can climb out. It’s not their fault. And sometimes the person holding the rope needs to see someone climb out of their well just so they know it can be done. You never know when they’re standing on the edge of their own wells, thinking of jumping in.”
Wells? Psychics? Did she just sign herself up for coffee with the resident nut for the area? 
“I know it doesn’t seem like it. Hell, it never seems like it. But things will get better.” She shrugged. “Or you know, you’ll die and not have to deal with them anymore. Win-win, right?” 
Carol sped up the mental scrolling she was doing, searching for an excuse that wouldn’t be rude enough to get Verita’s boiling hot coffee thrown in her face, but would be enough to get her out of the coffee shop and headed back home. 
“Nice ring,” Verita said, nodding down at Carol’s hand. 
Carol glanced down at it. It wasn’t fancy. Sterling silver and a fake opal because it was her birthstone. But it was all they’d been able to afford when Rex had proposed. Simpler times. If she closed her eyes, she could still remember the bubbling giddiness in her chest as he dropped down to one knee on their way home on the subway one night. His face had been so hopeful, so excited. Just like hers. And the whole subway car cheered when she’d said yes. It was the beginning of her own “Happily Ever After”. At least, so she’d thought.
“You know you can take it off, right?” Verita asked. 
Carol jerked her head up to look at the woman. 
“The ring,” she said, nodding down at Carol’s hand. 
Carol quickly moved her hand to her lap and picked up her coffee. She tried to take a dignified sip but momentarily forgot her cup was full of the brewed equivalent of She-Hulk’s breastmilk. She tried to cover her choking with a cough.
“You know, I had a ‘67 Mustang that my ex-husband bought me for my birthday one year,” Verita said, staring into space. “Two years after we split, I found out he’d actually bought the car for a girlfriend who’d dumped him, and rather than go through the hassle of selling it back to the dealer, he just second-hand gifted it to me.” She let out a burp and shook her head. “I was never really a Ford girl anyway.”
“What did you do?” Carol asked before her brain had a chance to weigh in on the question. “With the car, I mean?” she asked quickly.
Verita shrugged. “Drove it into the Duwamish.” Carol blinked at her. Verita just gave her a wry smile. “It wasn’t quite as good as an orgasm, but it was close.” Verita’s gaze softened. “Of course, then I met my current boyfriend.”
“And orgasms galore?” Carol asked, grinning at her.
She nodded. “There’s that. But, sometimes, I think about what would have happened if I hadn’t gotten out of that Mustang when it hit the water. I wasn’t going to, you know. It was almost too late when I decided that needle dick wasn’t worth dying over. But now, when I think about everything I would have missed, the fact that I didn’t, gives me soul orgasms. Know what I mean?”
“Not even a little,” Carol chuckled. 
Verita winked at her. “I have a feeling you will, one day.”
The two of them sat in silence for a few minutes, sipping their coffee and watching the crowd shuffling through the coffee shop. There was something familiar about the scene around her and watching it from a table with someone she just met. But it wasn’t the coffee shop or the woman. She could confidently say it was her first experience with either of them and it definitely wasn’t the “Seattle Drain-o” she was trying to sip down. When she realized why it was all so familiar, she snorted. Verita raised an eyebrow at her.
“You know,” Carol said, “this would qualify as a meet-cute in one of my books.” 
Verita nodded. “Writer, are ya?”
“I-I was,” Carol muttered.
“What’s that? Speak up,” Verita said.
Carol felt herself smile. “I thought you had the ‘ears of a fox’.”
She nodded. “Oh, I do. But you just sounded like you were lacking in your conviction and I wanted to check with you again to make sure you said what I think you said. Now, you’re a writer? An author, right?”
“I was,” Carol said, hearing the note of defiance in her voice. If this woman wanted more conviction, she’d give it to her. She wasn’t an author anymore. That had been a different life. One where she still believed in love, and happy endings. One where she was still getting laid. 
“How does someone stop being an author?” Verita muttered.
“You stop writing,” Carol said, holding the woman’s gaze. She wasn’t going to be intimidated. She knew what she was and what she wasn’t anymore. 
Verita chuckled. “But you haven’t stopped writing. You still write. Your hands didn’t get chopped off. You’re not dead. You still write. What do you write now?”
Carol rolled her eyes. “I don’t write. I’m a copyeditor. A glorified spell check app.”
“Huh. What do you write?”
“I edit cooking articles for a blog,” Carol said, crossing her arms. Maybe she should just get up and leave.
“That’s nice. So what do you write? What are your books on?”
Carol blew out a sigh. “I used to write romances.”
“So that’s what your books are,” Verita said, nodding as if she’d expected as much. “Good. That’ll make things easier.” Now Carol was really confused. 
“Easier?”
Verita nodded. “It’s always easier, traveling down a familiar road. I have a feeling you’re on a detour right now. And you’ve been driving it for a long time. And that detour? Today it hit road construction. The best thing you can do now is to make a U-turn and find a new route. And enjoy the scenery. Enjoy the hell out of it. Let the past bury itself and don’t let the present pass you by, ‘cause the future’s coming like Santa straddling a RapidRide.” 
The sound of a bell chiming broke Verita’s rhythm before Carol could think of something to say to argue with the woman. Verita dug around in her pants pocket and pulled out her phone. She checked the screen and sighed. 
“That’s the boyfriend. Time to go bike over some dirt, or whatever the kids are saying these days.” She got to her feet and Carol followed suit. She didn’t know what to say to the woman. If she was being honest, she wasn’t entirely sure the woman was real. She could be dead and this was the afterlife. Though, she doubted that the universe would be so cruel. If there was an afterlife, she really hoped it wouldn’t be filled with coffee shops, pedestrian traffic, and Seattle’s cold December rain. 
“It-it’s been nice to meet you, Verita. Thanks for the coffee . . . ”
“And for saving your life?” Verita asked. Her tone wasn’t judgmental. Carol hesitated and Verita reached out and squeezed her shoulder. “It’s ok. You’ll be glad you’re still alive soon. Just keep driving. Or . . . climbing out of your well. Whichever metaphor hits you just right today.” With one last smile, she was out the door. Carol followed her outside, but by the time she got there, Verita was gone, swallowed up by the river of people and noise on the sidewalk.
Carol took her time heading back to her apartment. Luckily, she’d tucked Jeb’s bag of coffee into her coat pocket so it hadn’t become a collateral victim under the bus’s wheels. She’d go by and drop it off at his apartment in a minute. First, she needed to make a phone call. Something Verita had said kept echoing in her head as she put her shoulder to the apartment door and shoved. 
When you’re ready to climb out of your pit, don’t shoot the person who comes to throw you down a rope. It’s not their fault. And sometimes the person holding the rope needs to see someone climb out of their well just so they know it can be done. You never know when they’re standing on the edge of their own pit, thinking of jumping in.
She pulled out her phone and dialed before she could talk herself out of it. She shoved a box out of her way and sat down on her couch. While the phone rang in her ear, she stared at Wiener out on her fire escape. He was back to licking himself and ignoring her. Any view for the holidays would probably beat this one. 
“Hey!” Carol could hear the surprise in Mari’s voice. “I didn’t expect to hear from you again for a while. What’s up?”
She paused, trying to put into words everything that had happened in the last hour. Then she realized, it didn’t matter. “You know, I was thinking about it, and I’ve changed my mind. How do I get out to this island of yours?”
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“You’re coming? Really?” Mari’s voice was a high-pitched squeal in her ear. “Oh Car, you won’t regret it. I promise. I can’t tell you how excited I am that you’re coming. Oh and wait until I tell Fi! I . . . I didn’t want to pressure you, but Fi and I have been having a hard time since we moved here. The community is so nice, but we’re new and it’s the holidays. Having you here with us . . . it’ll mean so much.” 
Verita had been right. Mari was holding the rope, but she needed Carol to at least try to climb out of the hole, just to know that it was possible. And now Mari and Fi were going through the aftershocks and fallout from a divorce. Carol shook her head. When Jack and Mari had gotten married, it seemed so natural. They were writing the final pages of their love story epilogue that had started in college when Mari had gotten pregnant and ended with their beautiful six-year-old putting homicidal (and suicidal) thoughts into all their wedding guests’ heads with the sinister application of “Baby Shark”. Carol really had thought Jack was in it for the long haul. But shit, she’d thought the same of Rex. Three years, four kids, and one mistress ago. Verita’s story about almost not getting out of the sinking Mustang echoed through her head. 
“I’m excited to be coming out,” Carol heard herself say. She knew she didn’t sound excited. 
She was standing in her bedroom staring around at the boxes when Jeb bustled in the next morning. 
“I’m not complaining,” he started. “I can’t tell you how nice it is to not see you behind that computer screen, not writing books. But it is kind of weird to not see you at your table. What’s up?” Jeb finished, coming to stand next to her, holding out her usual coffee mug.
“I’m trying to remember if I have a suitcase,” Carol muttered, staring around at the stacks of cardboard boxes that had started to deteriorate.
“Did . . . did you have one when you moved in?” Jeb asked softly. 
Carol shook her head. “I can’t remember. I think I might have just moved in with boxes and trash bags.”
“Where are you going?” he asked, turning to study her. Carol did her best to shrug and act like it wasn’t that big of a deal.
“Mari, a friend of mine from high school just moved out to the San Juan Islands and she invited me to come for the holidays.” Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Jeb’s eyebrows shoot up to his hairline.
“You’re actually going somewhere for the holidays?!”
Carol just nodded while Jeb did a happy dance around her. She was inwardly thankful that he had handed off her coffee before getting to the hip-thrusting and booty-shaking part of his dance.
“I’ve got a suitcase you can use,” Jeb practically sang as he danced out of the room. “Give me a second and I’ll be right back.”
“Oh. Th-thanks,” Carol called after him. In the quiet, she sipped her coffee and went to her closet to pull out the ten outfits she’d been rotating through for the winter. She moved the hangers on the rod, looking at the sweats, oversized sweaters, and the few long-sleeved shirts. She wore them all with jeans or yoga pants. She only had one pair of shoes she wore these days. Sneakers. Comfortable and the kind that has stripes of neon colors that clash with everything. She sighed and shook her head. Why was she even worrying about what she would be wearing? She was going to see Mari and Fi. 
Jeb returned with his suitcase. It was tan. With huge pink polka dots. It looked like it might be . . . contagious. But she smiled, and gratefully accepted the goofy thing. She packed while Jeb peppered her with questions about Mari’s island that she didn’t know the answers to. And then he insisted on driving Carol to the light rail that would take her to the ferry. 
“Don’t forget to have a good time,” he called as Carol pulled the suitcase out of the back seat. 
“Ok, Mom,” Carol grumped. But she couldn’t stop herself from grinning at his excitement. “And I promise to play nice with the other kids.”
“I’m serious, Carol,” Jeb said. “You deserve a good holiday. You’ve been torturing yourself for the past three Christmases. It’s time you got to have some fun.” With a final hug, and a promise to try her best to enjoy herself, Carol waved goodbye and Jeb drove off. The light rail took her through a part of Seattle she’d rarely seen and the Anacortes ferry terminal was . . . interesting. She was a little surprised to see the herd of people boarding the ferry for Hope Island. Mari had told her it was small. It wasn’t until she was on the ferry, being jostled and pushed toward the bow, that she found out why it was so crowded.
“Did you see the list of activities for today?” There was a group of women wearing ugly Christmas sweaters and inventorying bags of sprinkles, cookie cutters, and food coloring. 
“Yeah,” her friend shook her head. “But Deb, we’ll be lucky if we’re still standing after the bake-off. It’s your first year, so you don’t have a frame of reference, but Miss Mandie makes a mean tequila sunrise. We’ll be lucky if we can tell our sprinkles from our sphincters when this is over.” 
Tourists. Holiday tourists. 
Carol chuckled to herself and made a mental note to find this Miss Mandie, whoever she was. She wasn’t a big drinker, but she always looked for fire exits when she was in a new building, and for the holidays (especially Christmas) she had a feeling the liquor stores and bars in town might be her fire exits. It would be good to know where to find them. Just in case she ended up needing them. 
The wind off the water was freezing and the salty spray was invigorating for the first two minutes. Then her teeth started to chatter, so she rolled the pink-spotted plague bag away from the railing and found an empty bench to sit down on. She took a deep breath of the cold, fresh air. It had been a long time since she’d smelled anything beyond the stale air of her apartment or the fumes of urban Seattle. She closed her eyes. Maybe this wasn’t such a terrible idea. At the very least, she’d get some fresh air, get to hug Mari, hang out with Fi, and forget about what time of year it was. This might be the first Christmas in the last three that she didn’t spend crying or drunk, or in a depressed stupor, counting the hours until the day was over.
“At least it’ll make for a nice change,” she muttered under her breath. The sounds of laughing and excited children, punctuated by a screaming baby reached her. She looked up to see an exhausted-looking mother, weighed down by bags over both shoulders, a folded-up stroller, and a crying toddler on her hip. Three children, Carol was guessing between the ages of five and eight, were running circles around their mom. Carol got to her feet and pushed her suitcase back to the rail. She smiled when the tired woman met her gaze and Carol wordlessly offered her the bench. The look of thanks and relief on the woman’s face made her smile. The usual twinge she felt in her chest when she was around kids was there, but it didn’t take her breath away. Of course, it could have had something to do with the fact that the kids were beating on each other with sticks they must have picked up around the trees at the ferry terminal. 
She moved down the rail to give the little family some room and tugged the zipper all the way to the top of the collar on her coat. The wind seemed to take that as a challenge. Her hood fell back and her long strawberry-blonde hair started to escape from the tie at the back of her neck and whip around her face. It took both hands and a lot of muttering concentration to get it under control. While she was distracted, she was vaguely aware of two people moving to the railing beside her. 
“Patrick, this is ridiculous. Maria is not-”
“Jim, I didn’t ask you to come with me. You could have stayed on the island. It’s not your business anyway. Just . . . leave it alone.”
Carol finally managed to get her hair out of her eyes and she glanced over at the profiles of the two men. They were about five feet away from her. One man looked like he was in his late sixties-early seventies. The other looked to be early to mid-forties. His hair looked pre-maturely salt and pepper with a beard and mustache to match. He was broad-shouldered and even with his coat on, she could tell he was a burly guy. He would have been a nice addition to the scenery if it wasn’t for the scowl on his face. He’d turned his glare from his companion to the ocean and Carol could imagine him chewing out the waves and water for being in his way. 
“You just . . . it’s the holidays, Patrick. Darla and I are worried about you  . . . ”
“Thanks, Jim,” the man called Patrick ground out, “but I have plans.”
Jim sighed. “I know they’re not with Nikki and Alex. I’ve already talked to her.”
Patrick’s glare swiveled back to Jim. “I don’t need a babysitter. Leave her and Alex alone. And leave me alone, for that matter. Now, are you going to talk to Scott about The Spark? You’re on the council.”
Jim shook his head. “I’ve tried, Patrick. He just . . . won’t listen.”
Patrick ran a hand through his hair and growled, “What are we going to do?”
“I don’t know.” Jim’s voice was quiet. He turned back to look over the railing. 
“Well, there’s only so many times someone can vandalize his name on the Citizen of the Year sign. It’s clearly not getting through.”
Jim turned to look at Patrick. “That was you? I saw the mayor chewing out the Whorley brothers.”
Patrick shrugged. “They may have done it once.”
Carol felt herself grin. The guy was gruff, but she always appreciated sabotage when it came to someone being a dick and it sounded like this “Scott” might have some genitalia tendencies. Jim just chuckled and shook his head.
Patrick, on the other hand, was letting his gaze move across the ferry’s deck. His jaw was still set, his eyes narrowed, looking like he was silently wishing everyone he saw either an Un-merry Christmas or a painful death. It was hard to be sure which, but Carol recognized the expression, having used it herself just the day before. 
She felt her heart stall in her chest when his gaze fell on her. He had ice-blue eyes and his skin was tan, with laugh lines at the edges of his mouth and the corners of his eyes. Not that they got much use if his current expression was his default. For a moment, they just stared at each other. A cold sweat brought on by sheer panic broke out on her skin. She was the first to break the stare and glance down at herself. Was she wearing something red? Was it provoking him? He’s not a bull, Carol. She took a deep breath and did her best to meet his gaze again, glare for glare. She hadn’t insulted his mother, given him a wedgie, or kneed him in the crotch. So why the hell was he looking at her like that?
“Ho-Ho-Hope Island, ho, Folks! We’ll be docking in just a moment. Make sure your fruitcakes are secure as your holiday spirits may have shifted in transit,” a voice announced over the loudspeakers. 
Carol wasn’t sure if she should laugh or vomit over the rail. It was hard to be sure, but there had been an undertone of exhaustion in the announcer’s voice that she could get on board with. Maybe he was just reading from a script. A very, very bad script.
He looked away when his friend Jim muttered something to him, nudging him down the rail to disembark. Carol closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths. Wow. What had all that been about? She shivered. His gaze had been so intense. If they hadn’t been about to . . . land, or whatever ferries did, would he have just kept looking at her until she burst into flames? While she waited for the group of other tourists to move to disembark in front of her, she tried to shake off all the side effects of his glare that she was feeling. With a bump and a shudder as the engine powered down, the ferry came to a stop, bobbing slightly in the water.
“Make sure you have all your belongings,” the voice over the speakers announced. She inched along behind all the tourists, telling herself she was not searching the crowd ahead for the man called Patrick with the salt and pepper hair and a glare that should probably be accompanied by a lead vest and a warning. She wasn’t looking for him. She was just taking in the sights of everything around her, letting her eyes wander.
What are you doing, Carol? She felt her gaze drop to the toes of her shoes. It wasn’t even a smile. It was a glare. Who do you think you’re kidding? I am you. You’re looking for him. The question is, why? It didn’t mean anything or if it did, it wasn’t anything good. He’s just some random dude, having a shit day, and you happened to cross his “Eye of Sauron” death glare. Get over yourself.
She took a deep breath and stared at the herd of boots and warm winter shoes shuffling along in front of her. How things had changed. Fifteen years ago, she would have approached the guy, asked what his problem was, and then, depending on how snarky his reply was, asked him out for a drink. Fifteen years ago, she had confidence and the possibilities for relationships and love were still in front of her. Now, at thirty-eight, as her mom would so eloquently say, she was staring at forty’s asshole. She probably had more colonoscopies in front of her than orgasms at the rate she was going.
A couple moved past her. The man had his arm around the woman’s shoulders and she was resting her head against his chest. They were speaking softly and staring so intensely into each other’s eyes, she was impressed they were able to walk without running into anything. Hopefully, they would “decouple” when they got to the single-file ramp. But, hey, she’d been out of the game for a while. Maybe drowning with your arms around each other was the romantic thing to do these days.
Lay off them. You’re just jealous.
But the voice in her head was wrong. That wasn’t it. She didn’t begrudge the couple the excitement and joy of young love. Her cynicism was entirely her own, because she knew she was too old and she’d seen too much for that joy and love to ever come her way again. But that was ok. She could watch from the balcony and heckle. Heck, if two Muppets could make a career out of it, she could make a holiday season out of it.
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Patrick


Jim was still yakking in his ear as they headed up the footpath into town. He was a good guy, but he never knew when to shut his mouth. Jim’s wife, Darla, often told Patrick that if Jim didn’t have a mouth, he wouldn’t know where to store his feet. 
“I mean, Patrick, what were you hoping to accomplish by going today? You’re not going to find any answers  . . . “
The sharp, stabbing pain at hearing someone say it out loud had dulled over the years to slow-burning guilt. “Jim, I told you. Darla told you. Nikki told you. You didn’t need to come with me today. In fact, as I recall, I tried to leave you at the ferry terminal, but taking hints doesn’t really seem to be your strong suit.”
“Patrick Archer Dorsett, I may not be your daddy, but  . . . “
Patrick rolled his eyes. “If you say, ‘you’re my god daddy’, I’m telling Darla that you actually came on this trip because it’s almost Christmas and you still hadn’t gotten her anything.” That shut him up.
“Fine,” Jim muttered, throwing his hands up. “Just keep living in this land of “De-Nile” you’ve built for yourself. And then when you’re done, crawl inside that pyramid of an old house you’re never going to finish renovating and die. See if I care.”
“Jim!” The older man froze and Patrick felt a smirk form on his lips. Darla was there in her pink winter coat, gray curls standing at attention as she glared at her husband. “What kind of awful shit have you been saying to my godson?”
While Jim stuttered and stammered to his wife, Patrick nodded at her and then slipped away, letting the crowd of tourists carry him along with them toward the town center. He was staring around at the crowd, out of boredom, he told himself. He was not looking around for that familiar face. And if he was, it was only because he couldn’t place it. It was her damn hair that had caught his eye. Strawberry-blonde, like Maria’s. Her features were softer than Maria’s and her eyes were honey-brown rather than Maria’s dark brown. She was . . . striking. The woman looked to be in her late thirties and she was definitely not from the island . . . so how did he know her? He hadn’t left the island in five years. Well . . . before today. And today was a shit show he was looking forward to forgetting. 
“Hey, Patrick,” he heard Jim call, huffing and puffing behind him. He turned to see Jim red-faced as he hurried toward him. Patrick wanted to sigh. He’d taken too long putting distance between himself and Jim. Darla was excellent at catching him flat-footed and making him hear her out or taking him down a peg or two when he needed it. But if you were the catalyst that brought on the peg-lowering, there was a clock that started ticking. As soon as Darla was done with him, Jim would be sure to find you and pay you back with interest. Darla was stomping along behind him, looking cranky and muttering to herself. Same, Darla. Same, Patrick thought.
“What?” he asked Jim when his godfather drew even with him. Patrick knew his tone and his stance were coming across as hostile. He crossed his arms out of habit, but he knew even that was redundant.
“Let’s lay a bet on the table,” Jim said, jutting out his chin. Of course, Patrick was a foot taller than he was, so he had to look up to meet his gaze. “Just pack one box up before Christmas.” He stuck a finger in Patrick’s face, narrowly missing sticking it up his nose. “One. And then get rid of it. You do that, fishing bait is on me for the whole year.” 
Patrick blinked at him and then held his hand out to shake Jim’s. “It’s a deal.” 
Darla shook her head. “I love you, Jim, but you’re a dumbass.” Jim turned to look at her and she rolled her eyes. “You two blow through bait like New York lawyers blow through  . . . well, blow.” 
“Darla,” Jim growled. “The boy needs to move on. If it takes a year’s worth of bait as an incentive to make it happen  . . . “
Patrick took the opportunity to stalk away. But, he didn’t make it very far before his progress ground to a halt again. It was December after all, and Hope was firmly sinking into the holiday quicksand while the tourists paused to watch and take pictures. He watched as the people he’d known all his life hurried past him, smiled at the tourists, and gave directions with exhausted smiles on their faces. 
Seriously, where’s your sense of dignity, Thomas? His internal monologue was turned up to eleven as he watched Thomas Bumble practically walk a group of ten tourists across the square from Town Hall towards his grocery store. 
“Wouldn’t want to miss the sale over at Bumble’s Market,” he heard Thomas say, probably for the hundredth time that day. “Hope Island-made chocolates and jams, right this way!”
I’m going home, and I’m not coming out until Christmas is over, Patrick thought. He only bothered grumbling this to himself, inside his head, because he knew it was a promise to himself he couldn’t keep. If he said it out loud, somewhere, someone in Hope’s ears would perk up and the next thing he’d know, he’d be stuck manning the hot cider bar at the Solstice Concert, refereeing the Ice Turkey Bowling tournament, or judging the fruitcake competition. He saw an opening between two groups of tourists and he started moving again, picking up his speed.
“Oh, Patrick!” Mrs. Thompson’s voice was a record scratch to the Mission Impossible theme that was playing in his head as he did his best to navigate around tourists. He’d been doing his best to strategically stay out of the laser-vision line of sight of the townsfolk who would probably rope him into whatever insane thing they were in the middle of doing if they saw him. But Mrs. Thompson had been his third-grade teacher. She had sonar for zeroing in on her past students. In fact, she’d been the third-grade teacher for most of the town under the age of fifty, and besides her sonar, she had dirt to bargain with. She had stories on bad school scissor-self-administered haircuts, pants wettings, eating glue, pranks, all of it. He couldn’t remember what she had on him, and he hoped he’d never find out. Reluctantly, he paused to look around for her. She was standing on the steps to the gazebo, just a few feet away from three kids that looked about ten years old, daring each other to blow the horn. The horn. The auditory manifestation of a migraine. And it had been a permanent fixture in his life on Hope Island. And people wondered why he was grumpy. 
“H-hi Mrs. Thompson. I’m actually on my way  . . . “
“Can you help an old lady hang some mistletoe?” she asked, giving him a winning smile. 
“Slim pickings this year, huh?” Patrick asked, looking around. “I know you usually ask the young bucks in town to give you a hand. They’re more aesthetically pleasing with how they hang them, aren’t they?”
“Yeah. But they’ve all been conveniently on their way somewhere with no time to help an arthritic retired school teacher out,” she huffed. “Even Jamie Baskin who I can usually count on to get these hung.”
“Even Jamie, huh?” Patrick said moving over to the gazebo stairs and out of the path of a tourist group wearing matching scarves, cameras raised.
“Yeah,” Mrs. Thompson cut her eyes to the crowds around them. “I suspect foul play though. I think someone filled Jamie in on . . . never mind.” She looked Patrick over and sighed. “I guess you’ll have to do. I still have to get the mistletoe hung over the gazebo. Rev said he’d help me with the one over the church doors, and then I’m finally done and can take these old, disappointed bones home. Three weeks from Christmas and the young lads around here don’t have an ounce of Christmas cheer to share with someone like me, a fixture of the community  . . . “ While she was talking, Patrick bent down and picked up one of the remaining two mistletoe bundles in her basket from where it sat on the top step of the gazebo. 
“My, my  . . . “ he heard Mrs. Thompson say behind him. The horn let out an elephantine, wet stutter of a fart and Patrick almost fell down the steps. He straightened up, feeling the death glare charging up on his face as he narrowed his eyes at the three boys. Predictably, the color drained from their faces as he raised his hand, still clutching the bundle of mistletoe, and pointed at each of them. He didn’t have to say anything. They scrambled out of the backside of the gazebo, like cockroaches when the light was turned on. The momentary reprieve of silence was quickly filled by Mrs. Thompson.
“Patrick, if you were just ten years older, I would ask you to be my date for the Solstice Bonfire. Too bad you’re just too young.”
Patrick chuckled in spite of himself. “Well, it’s good to know that turning forty last month had some perks. Another ten years and maybe I’ll catch up to you and we’ll finally have that date.” He looked down and tried to suppress his sigh as he positioned her special mistletoe step stool under the front of the gazebo roof. He’d heard the stories, but he’d only had to stand on the damn thing one Christmas before. When he and Maria . . .
Mrs. Thompson had carefully designed the step stool and had Baskin Construction build it. It was a short stool, made for the purpose of forcing the user to stretch to their full height to reach the place they were hanging or retrieving the mistletoe from, flexing muscles and straining to reach the entire time. Of course, Mrs. Thompson’s usual prey rarely stood under six feet tall. How disappointing for her that she had to settle for him today. He was an inch shy of six feet and built stockier than most. But, standing on the balls of his feet and holding the little bundle by one end, he was just able to loop it over the hook she’d had another hapless victim install at least thirty years earlier.
“There you go,” Patrick muttered, climbing down. He didn’t miss the flicker of disappointment on her face as she picked up her basket with the final remaining bundle. “Just Rev left, and then you’re done.”
She sighed. “Yeah, and then my Christmas presents are all opened. Until next year.”
He put a hand on her shoulder. “Not true. Just think about New Year’s and how you’ll have to get all those young bucks to help you take down your mistletoe.” She grinned up at him and he winked in spite of himself. 
“You know, Patrick, you blow around here like you hate everything and everyone, well except for your sister and your nephew, but every now and then . . . a little bit of the real you peeks out.”
He scowled at her. “How do you know that the hateful me isn’t the real me, and anything breaking that tradition is actually me faking it?”
She gave him a dismissive wave. “Have it your way. But, mark my words, Patrick. One day, you’re going to be knocked back on your heels by someone who can’t get enough of the real you. And when that happens, don’t forget to look up, ’cause you’ll be standing under one of my mistletoes.”
Rather than reply, he forced a small smile and waved to her as he headed around the gazebo and cut down the side street by The Spark. The old theater was like a silent friend, nodding to him in passing. A friend that he had a complicated past with. Until Alex and Nikki had pestered him endlessly to audition for this year’s production of A Christmas Carol, he hadn’t stepped foot inside it since Maria . . . 
The familiar heartburn sensation rolled over him. Today’s outing had been so stupid. What had he been hoping to find? No one seemed to know anything. He’d hoped that at least he could have found out where she was going when . . . He felt his standard scowl reform on his face and he grunted to neighbors he passed as he headed down his street. The same street he’d grown up on, come back from college to live on, carried Maria down, twirling her around, while she laughed and protested that he was wrinkling her dress. There it was. Finally, the digging, sharp pain he’d needed was back. Something . . . anything to override the heartburning guilt. 
When he got to his front gate, he heard Harpo, the Forresters’ bulldog let out a deep “woof” and he automatically turned to see what had him riled up. When his brain realized what he was looking at, he froze. It was her. The woman from the ferry. She was lying on the ground with Fionna Forrester and Harpo piled on top of her. She was laughing and that chicken-pox patterned wheelie bag she’d been dragging looked like it might have been the catalyst that took her down.
He turned quickly and shoved through his gate, taking the stairs to his front porch two at a time. He fumbled with his keys, his heart pounding in his chest. As soon as he was inside, he slammed the door shut harder than he meant to, praying they hadn’t seen him. 
In Hope, it was customary to introduce any and all visitors to any unsuspecting neighbor that happened to be in a two-block radius at the time of receiving said visitor. The Forresters were new to the island, but Marigold was one of those happy-go-lucky types who seemed pretty eager to become a part of the town, so he wouldn’t put it past her. He stood by his front door, squinting out at the street through the gap in the blinds. Who was that woman? Her face was so familiar it was driving him nuts. Well, you’re not going to figure it out standing here, he told himself. 
With an annoyed sigh, he peeled off his coat and threw it at the nearest chair, before stalking into his kitchen. He pulled a beer out of the fridge and leaned against the counter while he drank it, surveying the room. Pink checkered hand towels hung from every surface and pink rubberized kitchen utensils sat in a rose-patterned canister, next to the gleaming stove, like an altar to a goddess that had gotten bored and left her own temple. 
He sipped his beer and felt his world starting to right itself. The burning pain in his chest was settling in for the long haul again, as it should. The trip to the mainland and seeing that woman had just knocked him off balance. He was finding his footing again. His conversation with Jim and the bet he’d made, made him smile. 
“Bait for a year,” he muttered, shaking his head. “Oh Jimmy, you’re gonna regret making that bet.”
He stared around the room. Of course, to get the free bait for the year, Jim was going to want proof. One little box wasn’t going to destroy his equilibrium. There was still plenty of stuff around here to keep that burning pain going, to keep his world on its axis and orbit. He took his beer into the living room and looked around. A stack of pink and yellow fluffy blankets sat stacked on an end table, gathering dust. There was a stack of magazines next to them. He’d only been able to go as far as straightening the stack. He couldn’t pick them up or move them. That’s where she’d left them that day, so that’s where they were going to stay. 
He moved into the den and looked around at the shelves of books. The majority of their collection were books of plays from his playwriting days, some classics, and favorite mysteries and thrillers that he’d collected over the years. Two shelves, halfway down the tall bookcases, were filled with her books. Romances mostly. The stabbing pain was back, remembering when he’d tease her about them. To punish him, she’d start reading them aloud in an overly dramatic soap-opera voice. He’d frown, sigh, and cross his arms, but he had to admit, he’d loved it.
He looked over at his desk, jammed in the corner of the room. She’d told him that he muttered too much when he was writing in the other parts of the house and it was distracting. So, he’d been banished into the den. Not that he minded. These days, he worked remotely for a tech firm in Seattle, and being alone with code all day suited him. Numbers and coding commands were soothing. They weren’t like words and sentences that when read were meant to evoke some kind of emotion that would gleefully kick a person’s balance out from under them. Around his computer, there were stacks of paperbacks, their spines showing lines of wear when he was less than gentle in holding their pages open to read, or curling back their front covers so he could read in bed with his free hand behind his head. 
Ok. You need shelf space for all of these, he told himself. He glanced back at the two shelves holding her books. You don’t have to get rid of them. You’re just relocating them to a safely secured box which you can keep . . . he looked around the room. On that end table. Then, when you finally get around to going through your collection and getting rid of old books, you can unpack the box and put them back on display. 
He took a long pull on his beer before setting it down on his desk and going to the closet to find a box. The pain in his chest flared again, recognizing her loopy handwriting on the box’s flap, spelling out “Patrick’s crap”. He chuckled to himself as he reassembled the box, remembering her rolling her eyes when he’d shown her all the ticket stubs to all the Broadway and off-Broadway shows he’d seen in New York before he met her. 
“That’s great, Grizzly,” she’d chuckled, patting his cheek. “Just keep them with the rest of your crap.” When she’d first seen the island, she’d looked at his beard, shook her head at the island’s rustic heart, and immediately adopted the nickname for him; Grizzly Adams.
He set the box on the floor and took a deep breath as he tugged the first book off the shelf, glanced at the cover, and snorted at the barely clad woman entwined around the blond Scottish highlander. 
“I’ll bet that’s historically accurate,” he muttered. “Putting the ‘Tart’ in Tartan,” he read. “Cheeky title. I’ll give you that  . . . “ he glanced down at the author’s name, “Rose Fielding.” He flipped the book over to look at the blurb on the back. As he read, a memory was fighting its way to the top of the dark cesspool where he tried to drown so many of them. 
A memory of Maria, coughing, with a red nose, curled up in bed with him, asking him to read to her. It was this ridiculous book. He’d kissed the top of her head and read. It had been funny, parts of it had made a hard knot form in his throat and the pages blur in front of him, and parts of it had him wishing Maria was feeling well enough to re-enact some of the scenes. He’d never admitted it to her, but when she’d fallen asleep, he’d read ahead, finishing the book that night. She’d never asked him to read to her again. They were always just . . . too busy. And she’d get up and leave for work every day, no matter how she was feeling. He frowned. That was when the fighting started. 
He thumbed open the paperback’s cover, curious if Rose Fielding had other books out in the world. There was a list of titles on one page, all with the same tongue-in-cheek wit. Huh. I wonder if the bookstore carries any of these. Not that he was going to read them. He already needed to go pick up something new to read. He could . . . just check, while he was there. Just to see. He turned the page, expecting to see more. Instead, there was a black and white photo. He froze. 
“Oh my god.”
The face staring back at him was smiling, rather than glaring, but there was no mistaking the shape of her face, the long hair, and the curve of her lips. It was the woman from the ferry. He paused and glanced out the window at the street. Rose Fielding was in the house, across the street from him, right now.   
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Carol


Carol managed to forget about Patrick, “The Amazing, Walking, Glaring Man with a Tree Branch in his Rectal Cavity”, as the crowd around her hustled by. She was walking slowly, processing all the smells and sights assaulting her senses. For a moment, she was so overwhelmed that she forgot what her name was and why she was there. Hope Island, it seemed, did not screw around when it came to getting into the holiday spirit. There were tasteful streams of solar-powered, flickering Christmas lights strung up between and wrapped around every tree lining both sides of the walking path from the ferry to the town square. There was even a double strand and a fresh evergreen garland wrapped around the sign proclaiming,  “Welcome to Hope Island! Population: 3,456 We HOPE you’ll blow our horn!”
“Uh, no thanks,” Carol muttered, blinking at the sign. She paused in front of it, letting some impatient tourists get around her. “I mean, I’m sure it’s a perfectly nice horn,” she said, “but if you’re telling everyone to blow it, it just doesn’t feel like it would be something special between you and me.” The crowd had now moved past her and she looked down at the rolling suitcase. “Not really a fan of cobblestones, are you, pink plague? That’s ok. We’ll take things slow.” 
It wasn’t as if she could have jogged to Mari’s house anyway. The streets were packed. But unlike the traffic on the sidewalks of Seattle, the tourists were filling Hope’s town square without a car or bus in sight. And instead of moving quickly, heading to their destinations, people were pausing in groups to gaze around at the holiday madness surrounding them. Carol wasn’t immune. 
There was a life-size inflatable snowman singing carols and dancing on the spot on one side of the square. There was a group of hip-thrusting carolers in ugly matching sweaters and Santa hats, surrounding an exhausted-looking man in a trench coat, and singing Elvis’ Santa Claus is Back in Town. There was a woman with a megaphone standing outside of a shop called Seaside Treasures, yelling about half-priced lobster nutcrackers, if Carol’s hearing wasn’t failing her. It was a Christmas car crash. 
Then, as if on cue, a horrible trumpet-like noise filled the air. This was followed by a child crying and several muttered curse words from people around her. There was a gazebo in the center of the square and she could see a parent hurrying to try to unstick the lips of the crying child from what looked like a huge metal alphorn while three of his buddies looked on.
“Mari,” Carol murmured, “what planet did you move to?”
The address Mari had given her was 1919 Wavecrest Drive. “Charming. I’ll bet all the streets here are nautical,” she said with a sigh as she started moving around tourists looking for road signs. She paused next to what she’d hoped from across the square was a directional sign. Unfortunately, it turned out to just be a sign of dedication to a handful of “Citizens of the Year”. She remembered what the man had said on the ferry and scanned the names. There was only one “Scott” and she chuckled when she saw the recently scrubbed light spot next to his last name which had also recently been re-vandalized so the last name “Farhead” now read, “Farthead”. 
“You look lost,” the voice behind her made her jump. It was a sultry, pack-a-day, drawl that sounded like something real while everything around her looked like she was walking through a Hallmark card. She turned to see a woman with perfect cat-eye eyeliner, a penciled-on beauty mark on her upper lip, and purple hair with gray roots, teased in the style of 80s hair metal. The woman was smoking and leaning on a plastic light-up candy cane lawn ornament. Behind her was what looked like a bakery. The sign that ran the length of the building’s front said, “De-Floured” and under it “An Erotic and Everyday Bakery”. A single daisy grew around the capital “D”. It was missing a petal, which was resting on the top of the “e” next to it. Carol chuckled. 
“I don’t know. I kind of like where I’m standing at the moment. This looks like a fascinating place.”
The woman grinned. “You’ve got good taste. If you’re not in a hurry to throw that atrocity,” she nodded at her rolly bag, “back into hell where it came from, I’ve got a cup of coffee with your name on it.” 
Carol shrugged and glanced down at the suitcase. “I doubt hell would want it back. And I’d love some coffee.” She followed the woman inside and was only a little surprised when the woman moved behind the counter. As if the woman had been expecting Carol to be surprised, she called over her shoulder, “I opened this place after leaving the porn business.” 
Carol surveyed the rows of cupcakes shaped and frosted like voluminous breasts, some with nipple rings, and something behind a sign labeled “Well-Endowed Eclairs” that she hadn’t seen in the flesh, as it were, since the previous presidency. 
“I love your homage to your previous profession,” Carol said, grinning at the woman. If Mari had told her about the bakery and its proprietor, there was no way she would have believed her. Even seeing it, after all the wholesome family-movie-type atmosphere in the square, she was having a hard time believing it.
“Well, do what you love, love what you do,” the woman said, placing a to-go cup on the counter in front of her. “I’m Miss Mandie. And this is my special blend; Christmas Chaos.”
“I’m Carol. And that smells like liquid peace on earth and goodwill towards men.”
Miss Mandie grinned. “Goodwill towards some men. Mostly my eclair models.”
Carol reached for her wallet and glanced back at the eclair case before giving Miss Mandie an approving nod. “I’ll drink to that. How much do I owe you?”
Miss Mandie chuckled. “If you were a day tourist that would be one thing. But it looks like you’re here for a bit, so the first one’s free.” 
Carol thought about correcting Miss Mandie and telling her she was just visiting for the holidays, but she took a sip of the coffee and forgot everything but the rich taste on her tongue.
“Good god,” Carol moaned. “That is an amazing cup of coffee.” She had a mental image of Jeb straightening up on his couch and glaring out the window toward the island, his bird eye vision narrowing in on Carol and trying to burn a hole in the side of her head. But Carol couldn’t help it. It was the best cup of coffee Carol had ever had. At least, that she could remember. 
“My secret is tripling the amount of caffeine,” Miss Mandie said, winking at her. 
“Get them hooked after the first cup,” Carol said, nodding. “I see what you’re doing.” She raised her cup and toasted Miss Mandie. “I’ll confess, I’m hooked.” 
“So, are you staying at the Hope Away from Home Inn?” Miss Mandie asked.
Carol shook her head. “A friend of mine moved out here. She invited me out for the holidays.” 
“Oh, who’s your friend?”
“Marigold Forrester.”
“Oh, she’s a sweetheart. Hope Bank is lucky to have her. The poor gal she replaced wanted to be a singer so bad, she’d sing people their change amounts.”
“Wow,” Carol said.
Miss Mandie frowned. “It was a dark time.” She gave her head a shake as if she was trying to forget the memory. “Anyway, Carol, it’s nice to meet you. Welcome to Hope.”
She thanked Miss Mandie again and with some simple directions from the woman, felt pretty confident that she could find Mari’s house.  
[image: image-placeholder]“Auntie Car! Vroom-Vroom!” 
Carol heard Fi’s voice before she saw the young girl. The street was lined on both sides with bungalows and Tudors painted in a modest range of earth tones. She turned on the spot, searching for Fi. Something hit her mid-thigh, knocking her sideways into the rolly bag. She lost her footing and she heard a shriek from Fi, a “woof” of panic from their bulldog, Harpo, and then they all hit the ground. 
“Whoops!” Fi giggled, wrapping her arms tighter around Carol’s leg. Carol had fallen on top of the rolly bag and was now lying on her back, staring up at the gray sky. A slobbering, grinning face entered her field of vision and Harpo proceeded to lick her whole face.
“Hey goober,” Carol laughed, trying to sit up and wave Harpo away. “You two are experts at sneak attacks.” 
“Oh my gosh! Are you all ok?” Carol sat up in time to see Mari jogging toward them. An excited Harpo ran at her, winding his way through her legs, causing Mari to trip.
“Careful!” Carol called. But it was too late. Mari stumbled and fell. She threw her arms out to break her fall and landed on the rolly bag next to Carol. For a moment, no one spoke, all of them trying to catch their breaths. 
“Well, that went well,” Mari groaned, rolling over to her back. Carol turned her head and met Mari’s gaze. “Welcome to Hope, Car.” 
“And what a welcome,” Carol chuckled. It took them a minute to disentangle Fi, the rolly bag, and Harpo from their legs and get to their feet. Their house was a dark green bungalow behind an honest-to-god white picket fence. She and Mari linked arms as they followed Harpo and Fi across the lawn and through the front door. 
“I can’t believe you’re actually here,” Mari said softly, squeezing Carol’s arm. “It’s been too long, Car. Much too long.”
Carol didn’t know what to say to that, so she just nodded. She didn’t know how to explain to someone as grounded and positive as Mari that she’d been living in a depressive hole for the past three years, and making it outside her apartment for groceries felt like an epic journey. The little bungalow was cozy. It smelled like Christmas with fresh evergreen draped over the interior windows and a large Christmas tree taking up a third of the small living room. Mari had decorated with some non-seasonal touches, but it was sparse. Mostly pictures of her and Fi, a few with Harpo, and a few with her parents and siblings. Carol came to a stop in the kitchen, next to an old photo she recognized. She felt a soft smile spreading across her lips. 
“Was this . . . this looks like  . . . ”
“Hello, Dolly! Senior year,” Mari said. “Look at us. We were babies.”
Carol nodded. “Those were the good old days.” There was a pause and Carol realized how she’d sounded. But before she could try to clarify and make her words sound less depressing, Mari squeezed her shoulder.
“Come on, let’s get you settled in.” Mari led the way to a guest room tucked behind the kitchen. “Will . . . I hope this is ok.” Carol didn’t miss the worry in her voice.
“Mari, this is beautiful.” She smiled at her and flopped down on the soft bed. She groaned. “This is so soft I may never move again.” Mari lay down next to her. 
“Promise?”
Carol turned to look at her friend. “You ok?”
Mari smiled. “Much better now.”
“What’s going on?” 
Mari huffed out a sigh. “We love this town. But it’s been hard . . . since Jack.” Carol nodded and squeezed Mari’s hand. She smiled. “It’s just good to have you here, Car.”
“Auntie Car! We ordered pizza for dinner,” Fi announced from the doorway before taking a running jump and landing in the middle of Mari and Carol. Both women grunted as the air was partially knocked out of them. The doorbell rang and Fi rolled off them, all pointy elbows and knobby knees. “I’ll get it!”
“Fi’s gotten  . . . taller,” Carol gasped, rubbing her sore solar plexus. She grinned at Mari. “I can’t really tell yet if anything else about her has changed. She seems like the same old Fi to me.” She stood up and offered Mari a hand, pulling her up to stand.
Mari nodded. “She’s such a good kid. I don’t know how I got so lucky.” She paused and looked at the door Fi had just rocketed through. “She’s having a hard time right now.”
“What’s going on?” Carol asked, frowning. “She said she didn’t like being the new kid at school.”
Mari nodded. “She’s having a hard time making friends. It’s hard when it’s a small town and everyone here has grown up together.” 
Carol nodded. “I could see that.”
“Piiiiizzza!” Fi shrieked.
A few minutes later, they were all seated around the small wooden kitchen table with paper towels and the open Dante’s pizza box in the middle. Mari was passing out water glasses, Fi was telling Carol about school, talking a mile a minute, and Carol was just absorbing all the energy and liveliness around her. It was overwhelming after the last three years of her mostly quiet, depression-strained existence. Harpo was under the table, breathing heavily on their shins and waiting for something to fall off their napkins and into his domain.
“So, how’s the bank?” Carol asked.
Mari shrugged. “Honestly? It’s great. Quiet. I get to see the same faces day after day. It’s made getting to know the people around here a lot easier for me. It’s not like Tacoma where the town is so big you rarely see someone you know twice in a year, let alone a day.”
Carol blinked at her. “You have repeat customers that you see twice a day?”
Mari nodded. “A lot of the businesses around here come in for change in the morning and then come in to do a deposit at the end of the day. Owners, coming in person. It’s . . . nice. Like one of those small towns from a TV sitcom.”
Carol saw Fi drop a piece of pepperoni on Harpo’s nose, poking up beside the table, and she grinned conspiratorially with her. 
“And school is good?” Carol asked Fi. “Fourth grade, right?”
Fi nodded. “Ms. Reynolds is really funny. And she loves bugs. In the spring she says we’re going to do a whole unit on them.”
Carol blinked at her. “Fi, you used to hate bugs.”
She shrugged. “I don’t mind them too much now. When Ms. Reynolds talks about them; they don’t seem so creepy. They sound like fun.”
“I guess when there’s someone you like, being enthusiastic about something, it can make it fun,” Carol said. “So, besides eating pizza and dog-piling,” she paused and raised an eyebrow at Harpo whose nose was periscoping over the table edge, sniffing around for more pepperoni, “literally dog-piling on visiting guests in Harpo’s case, what do you girls like to do around here for fun?”
“Oh! There’s so much going on right now,” Fi said, her eyes lighting up. “There’s a parade coming up, and a bonfire, and gingerbread, and ice turkey bowling  . . . ”
“Fi, maybe we can tell Auntie Car everything later. She just got here. Tomorrow you’ll have plenty of time to show her around and tell her about what’s going on,” Mari said, making very determined eye contact with her daughter.
Carol chuckled and shook her head. She knew Mari well enough to know she was holding back on something that she wanted Carol rested and fed before presenting to her.
“Oh! I’m auditioning for A Christmas Carol over at the Spark Theatre,” Mari blurted out. Carol blinked at her, feeling her mouth fall open. Mari had stage fright. Really bad stage fright. She’d only agreed to be in Hello Dolly! with Carol in their senior year because they got to be in most scenes together. 
“That’s big,” Carol finally said. “What role?”
Mari made a dismissive gesture. “Oh, small ones. Just ensemble.”
“When does it open?” Carol asked, frowning. It was already December.
“Two weeks,” Mari said, looking worried. “People keep dropping out for one reason or another.” She paused and then her eyes lit up as she studied Carol.
“No  . . . ” Carol said slowly, picking up her slice of pizza again. “Uh-uh.”
“Car, come on! It’ll be so much fun if we’re in the show together!” Mari pleaded.
“Nope,” Carol said, her mouth full of pizza. “I would do anything for you, but I won’t do that.”
“Really? Coming out for a play with me would be our ‘Meatloaf Moment’? That’s where you’re drawing the line?” Mari crossed her arms and leaned toward her. “Not beating up Jeffy Camden in high school for standing me up at prom, or sneaking a snake into the gym so we didn’t have to take that rope-climbing final. This. This little Christmas production is the stop where you get off?”
Carol nodded. “I guess so. But, hey, Fi and I will come to the audition and cheer you on.” 
That seemed to satisfy Mari for the moment, and the rest of dinner was spent with Carol skillfully turning the conversation back on Mari and Fi anytime they asked her about her life in Seattle. Partly because there wasn’t much to tell them, and partly because what she could tell them would just sound too depressing if she said it out loud. 
They all settled into the overstuffed couch in the living room to watch The Muppet Christmas Carol after dinner and Fi and Carol took turns teasing Mari and asking her which Muppet she was going to be in the show, despite her trying to explain to Fi over and over that there were no Muppets in the version of the show she’d be doing.
“You’re going to be the spider Muppet, right?” Carol asked. “The one doing the laundry?”
“Ewww,” Fi giggled. “I’m not hugging you if that’s what you’re going to look like.”
“Oh! Or are you going to be the chef with the singing vegetables? Fi and I could help you practice.”
“Hilarious, both of you,” Mari muttered. 
Finally, when Fi started to fall asleep during the last song of the movie, they turned it off and Carol helped Mari get Fi to bed. In the hall, Mari pulled Carol into a hug.
“I’m so glad you’re here, Car.”
“Me too,” Carol answered her, automatically.
As she lay in the soft bed, in her guest room that was so nautically decorated it made her think about pirates and setting sail somewhere with a bottle of rum, she couldn’t help but smile. There were no car alarms. No yelling neighbors. No cat named Wiener, pleasuring and/or cleaning himself on full display in her window. Maybe she’d meant it when she told Mari she was glad she’d come. Maybe the holidays out on the island wouldn’t be so bad after all. She took a deep breath and despite the window being closed, she swore she could still smell the salty breeze from the ferry. She closed her eyes remembering the smells and sights, so fresh around her, like taking off a sleep mask after three years of darkness.
For some annoying reason that she was too tired to contemplate, the last visual to pass through her mind before sleep took her, was of salt and pepper hair, and intense blue eyes, boring into her. 
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Carol


Carol was under attack. And she was suffocating. And there were sharp elbows, knees, and . . . dog paws on her chest, smashing her boobs. 
“Time to get up, Auntie Car!” Fionna giggled. Harpo woofed right next to Carol’s ear as she tried to fight her way out of the thousand-thread count bear trap that was her top sheet. Seriously. Who uses a top sheet anymore? 
“Sorry,” she heard Mari sigh. “Mom was here last month for Thanksgiving and she made the bed. I thought I’d burned all my top sheets. Then I remembered Fiona had kept this one for fort construction purposes.”
Finally, Carol saw daylight and tried to squirm toward it. The dog’s paws were still resolutely on her boobs. At least she hoped it was daylight. Maybe she was dying. At least I won’t be alone and pinned under a cardboard box in my apartment.
“Harpo, get off her,” Mari said. The dog’s paws migrated south, digging into her hips and stomach, knocking the air out of her. The finale was the plop of a heavy dog butt, settling himself on her stomach. She reached the top edge of the sheet, peeked out, and came nose-to-nose with Fiona.
“Hi, Auntie Car,” she whispered. Then she leaned forward and pecked her on the nose. 
Mari flopped down beside them and shoved Carol sideways so she could crawl under the blankets beside her. Fi got the idea and piled in on the other side, pulling the top sheet up to her chin. They were sandwiching Carol from either side, crowding her on purpose. Not wanting to be outdone, Harpo got to his feet and squashed and clawed his way up to start licking her face.
“Alright! Alright! I’m up,” Carol growled, closing her eyes and trying to pull her arms away from Fi and Mari enough to ward off Harpo’s assaulting licks.
“Yeay!” Fi shouted. In an impressive performance of that wild kid energy that every adult recognizes, misses, and is slightly jealous of, Fi rolled out from under the covers. She leaped back on the bead, and started bouncing, causing Carol and Mari to roll toward the other side.         
“Whoa! Whoa!” Mari shrieked as she slipped off the side of the bed. She flailed, grabbed Carol by the front of her pajamas, and dragged her over the side of the bed with her. Carol clawed at the sheets, but in the spirit of worthless top sheets everywhere, it just let go of its hospital corners and followed her over the side of the bed, fluttering down to cover her and Mari, as if they were playing some kind of game that it was just happy to be a part of.
“And scene,” Carol sighed, her head once again covered by the top sheet. She leaned back against the bedframe and closed her eyes, trying to remember how her limbs worked.
“You hungry?” Mari asked beside her. 
Carol opened an eye and turned her head to look at her friend. Under the tan-tinted light making its sleepy way through the top sheet, she saw Mari smile. It was the weary smile of a single mom working full-time during her kid’s Christmas break.
“Yeah,” Carol chuckled. “My treat.”
“You better let me treat you. But hold onto that charitable mood when I ask you for a favor later,” Mari said, tugging the sheet off them.
Carol groaned and got to her feet. She turned and offered a hand to Mari. “I think I’d be warier if you didn’t ask me for a favor.”
Mari grinned. “I always did love having a good, reliable Car.”
Carol groaned and bent to pick up a pillow that had fallen off the bed. “You forgot old.” She tossed the pillow at Fi who giggled and tried to bat it away. It hit Harpo and he let out an indignant “woof”. 
She turned in time to see Mari roll her eyes. “You were saying you were old when we were eighteen.”
“Yeah, well, I’m an old soul. Now, the carpet just matches the drapes.”
Mari snorted. “Yeah, well Cate Blanchett must have been your interior decorator.”
“Well, now you’re just mocking me,” Carol muttered. She could never see much of the resemblance herself, but for as long as she could remember, Mari had been saying that Carol bore a striking resemblance to the actress. Mari opened her mouth to argue with her but she was cut off by a loud sigh.
“I’m so hungry, Mom. I’m gonna starve to death. Can we go now?“ Fi asked, flopping dramatically back onto Carol’s pillows. 
“Go?” Carol asked looking from Fi to Mari.
Mari grinned. “To our first stop on ‘Auntie Car’s Vroom Vroom tour of Hope for the holidays and . . . minor favors for Mari during said holidays.”
“Name’s too long,” Carol said, disentangling herself from the trailing bed clothes and flipping the lid up on her suitcase. “Get an editor.”
“About that,” Mari said. Carol had her back to her, but she could tell the woman was picking at her nails. She always did when she was nervous about something. The last time had been when Mari had happened to see Rex out with his current wife the day before he and Carol were supposed to celebrate their twelfth wedding anniversary. Instantly, Carol felt the muscles in her back tighten. Editor . . . She wasn’t suggesting . . . 
“I was hoping, maybe a change of scenery, maybe being somewhere different, not around . . . old memories . . . at least bad, old memories might make you want to  . . . “
“No,” Carol said. Her tone was conversational but carried a note of finality. She loved Mari, but she had to make sure she knew where Carol stood. 
“But,” Mari tried. Carol turned to look at her and Mari seemed to lose her confidence.
“Hungry!” Fi whined. Carol wasn’t sure if it was the look she was giving Mari or the distraction of Fi, or a combination of the two, but to Carol’s relief, Mari dropped the subject.
In under ten minutes, Harpo was snarfing up dog crunchies and she, Fi, and Mari were out the door, joining the jostling early morning crowds in the town square, migrating from one quaint shop to another, usually pausing to admire a Christmas display and causing a traffic jam behind them every time.
“So, where are we headed?” Carol asked, once again fighting to keep her long hair out of her face. She’d been in her apartment so long, had she forgotten what wind was?
“To the best coffee and pastries in town,” Mari said.
“And sandwiches,” Fi added, skipping along ahead of them.
“Bunspankers,” Mari said, nodding.
Carol blinked at her. “What-spankers?”
Mari chuckled. “You’ll see.”
They weren’t walking so much as just letting the crowd carry them into De-Floured. Carol debated telling them about her stop off the previous day at the bakery and her suspicion that Miss Mandie might be her long-lost sister by a different mister. But it turned out she didn’t need to. They were three people back in the line when Miss Mandie’s gaze fell on them.
“Back for seconds, I see,” she said, winking at Carol. “I told you, the first cup is always free, and the second is always a sure thing.”
“Something like that,” Carol said, grinning.
“How  . . . “ Mari began, looking from Miss Mandie to Carol.
“Yesterday,” Carol said. “Miss Mandie took pity on a helpless mainlander, gave me caffeine, and pointed me toward your house.”
Mari just looked at her. “So, the first person you stopped to talk to in Hope . . . was Miss Mandie?”
“Well . . . yeah,” Carol said. “She’s one hell of an ambassador.”
Miss Mandie snorted. “You should tell that to that ‘twig-rectum reunion squad’ we call a tourism board.” 
Carol snorted. “Just point me in their direction. I’ll give them an earful about letting natural resources like you go to waste.” 
Miss Mandie grinned. “We could use someone feisty like you around here. Are you single?” 
“It’s a little early for a proposition. I make it a point to not start anything I can’t finish before I have coffee in the morning.”
Miss Mandie rolled her eyes. “Honey, I never start something I can’t finish. But today Bart’s out sick so I don’t have time for anything recreational. I’m purely asking from an administrative perspective. As the current president of the Hope Island Wild Oats Club, I’d like to extend you an invitation. It’d be good to have another sassy broad in town.”
Carol chuckled. “I’m flattered. But I’m just in town for the holidays.”
“Mmmhmm,” Miss Mandie said, turning her back on Carol to get their coffee and Fi’s hot cocoa. Carol blinked. The woman clearly didn’t believe her. She glanced at Mari who just rolled her eyes. 
“Can we sit over there?” Fi asked, pointing at a table by the window.
“Sure. Why don’t you go claim it? We’ll be over there in a second,” Mari said. 
Carol reached for her wallet to pay for their food, but Mari put out a hand to stop her.
“Uh-uh,” Mari said. Carol frowned at her, but Mari only shook her head. “This is on me, remember? I need all the good karma I can round up for what I’m going to be asking you to do.” 
Carol sighed. “The way you keep ominously alluding to this favor, I’m starting to think you either want my car or my kidney.”
“Neither,” she said, paying and taking their ticket from Miss Mandie. They moved to the end of the counter to wait for their food and Carol fixed Mari with what Mari called “the sphinx” look. Carol had been perfecting it since they were kids. It was her poker face; a safe mask that she could safely tuck all her emotions behind. It was the facial equivalent of a perfectly made bed. Unassuming and patiently waiting for someone to muss the sheets. “Car, don’t sphinx me. I hate it when you do that. I already feel terrible about asking for this. I need to know how you feel about it.”
“Then tell me what it is,” Carol chuckled. “Honestly, between Miss Mandie’s ‘you’re never going home’ vibe and you talking about this huge ‘favor’ you need, I’m starting to feel like I’ve stepped into Stephen King-land this morning. Is there a baseball bat and a typewriter under my bed? Planning on chaining me to the radiator?” Mari sighed and rolled her eyes.
They retrieved their tray of food and joined Fi at the table. She’d taken claiming the table seriously. She was kneeling on a chair with her arms outstretched across the round dark wood, growling at passersby.
“Fi, remind me to take you with me the next time I go shoe shopping,” Carol chuckled, sliding into the chair across from Mari.
“I hate shopping,” Fi said with a sigh.
“It’s true,” Mari muttered. “Last year’s school shopping trip still gives me baby Fi doctor appointment flashbacks. The kind with lots of shots.”
“Yikes,” Carol muttered.
Mari doled out the “bunspanker” sandwiches and mildly erotic pastries and they dug in.
“Ok, the suspense is killing me,” Carol murmured two bites into what had to be about the best damn breakfast sandwich she’d ever had. “What’s this favor?”
Mari set down her sandwich but kept her gaze on the table. “So, Fi’s on Christmas break right now, as you know,” Carol nodded. “But I still have to work during the day for the next three weeks.”
Carol grinned. “Mari, it’s no problem. Fi and I can hang out while you work. No problem there.” She felt a wave of relief wash over her. She’d assumed she would be babysitting Fi while Mari worked. Though, Fi was old enough to not really need a babysitter now. More like a hang-out companion.
“Thanks, Car,” Mari said, but her expression told Carol that wasn’t the extent of the favor.
“There’s more,” Carol said. She’d meant it to sound like a question, but she knew Mari’s mannerisms well enough to know that she was just stating a fact. 
Mari nodded and finally dragged her gaze up to glance at Fi and then fix Carol with a pleading look. “Like I said, it’s been hard for me and Fi these past few months. We’re new in town and . . . this place is so welcoming, but we’re not original islanders and . . . kids can be cruel.”
Carol frowned, feeling a wave of protective wrath slide over her. “Has someone been hassling Fi?”
Mari sighed. “Not hassling. It’s . . . it’s just been hard for her to make friends. Good friends.”
Carol turned to look at Fi who was picking at her sandwich, her cheeks red.
“But,” Mari said, that eternal note of optimism shining through in her voice, and drawing both Fi and Carol’s gaze back to her face like metal shavings to a magnet. She gave Fi a winning smile. “That’s all about to change, isn’t it, Fi?” 
Fi hesitated, but finally managed to smile and nod at her mom. 
“Yeah? What’s happening?” Carol asked.
Mari turned her gaze back to Carol and said quickly, “Fi joined the Girl Scouts out here.”
Carol felt little-used muscles in her face waking up as a wide grin spread across her face. “That’s awesome!” She turned to Fi. “Did your mom ever tell you that she and your Auntie Car used to be in Girl Scouts together?”
Fi nodded enthusiastically. “Yeah. Mom said you started a fire with a sparkler and hairspray when you were all on a Fourth of July campout and everyone’s bras and underwear ended up in the lake.”
Carol cut her eyes to Mari. “I see your mom has given you the National Inquirer version of events.”
Mari waved her away. “It’s such a long story. I just hit the highlights.”
Carol sighed. “Well anyway, I’m glad you’re in Scouts, Fi. It was a lot of fun. Probably too much at times.”
“So, that brings me to my big favor,” Mari said carefully. She met Carol’s gaze, still holding onto that wide, hopeful smile. “Fi has troop meetings and there are a lot of Scout activities happening over break and I was hoping you might be . . . willing to take her and be my stand-in?”
Carol shrugged. “Sure.”
Mari blinked at her. “Really?”
“Yeah. I mean, my only plan for this trip was to hang out with you and Fi. I can take her to some Scout meetings.”
“And you wouldn’t even have to stay with her during the meetings,” Mari said quickly. “The other parents usually don’t. You can just drop her off and pick her up.” Mari glanced around the bakery and then leaned in, lowering her voice. “Fi is smart and she knows how to walk home on her own, but the other moms are really judgy and I’ve heard them . . . make comments . . . about Fi walking by herself or going on her own to troop events.” 
Carol felt a second surge of anger ripple through her. She glanced around the room but couldn’t find someone giving their table the stink-eye that she could fixate on. How dare those women judge Mari?!
“Jerks,” Carol muttered, glancing at Fi who was back to eating her sandwich, staring out the window at the group of carolers who had formed a conga line and seemed to be following a wide-eyed guy who was speed-walking through the crowd. 
“They’re not so bad,” Mari said, covering Carol’s hand with hers. Carol turned her attention back to look at Mari. “It’s just hard when you’re an outsider. And . . . older. And alone.”
Carol felt herself nodding. “I know what you mean.” She squeezed Mari’s hand. “Well, Fi and I will be the chipper chipmunks at every Scout meeting and event.” Fi caught her eye and she winked. “We’ll make them all look like Scrooges, huh, Fi?”
“Yeah!”
“Thank you so much, Car,” Mari said softly. 
“So, when’s the first troop meeting?” Carol asked, finally picking up her sandwich again.
“In an hour,” Mari said, her voice very small now.
Carol chuckled but waited until she swallowed to speak. “Nothing like recruitment right before the buzzer.”
Forty-five minutes later, Mari hugged them both goodbye and headed off to work.
“Alright, Fi, where’s this meeting?”
“Next to where the gingerbread town is going to be,” Fi said as if the answer was obvious.
Carol blinked at her. “I’ll take your word for it. Lead the way.”
The town was . . . there was no other word for it . . . cute. It was like a Hallmark card had a sorted affair with a David Lynch version of Mayberry and the result had been abandoned on this tiny island.
“Just a little higher. My, you’re so tall and strong. I forgot about the Inn. Silly me. I’m so lucky someone as handsome . . . I mean, someone as tall as you happened to be around to help me.” Carol turned her head to watch an older woman checking out the young man who was hanging a bunch of mistletoe over the doorway to the Hope Away From Home Inn. 
She blinked. Ok, that was probably less Hallmark-y, but it was right in line with David Lynch.
“And who’s this?” A stout woman in a “Girl Scouts for Life” t-shirt and a name badge that read, “Troop Leader Darcy”, grinned at Fi and then Carol when they made it into the little meeting room inside Town Hall.
“This is my Auntie Car-Car,” Fi said. Carol saw her little face turn pink when the other girls snickered behind their hands.
“Car-Car? What is she, four?” One of the prissy-looking girls muttered. 
“It’s my actual name,” Carol said quickly, nodding at the girls and sparing a hard glare at the girl who had mocked Fi. “My parents were mean. I’m sure none of you know what that’s like. You know, when someone’s mean to you.” The girl sank lower in her chair. “Do a good turn daily,” Carol said, still smiling at all of them while she squeezed Fi’s shoulder. “It’s the Girl Scouts code, isn’t it?” She glanced down at Fi. “I’ll see you in an hour, kiddo.”
Fi smiled up at her and nodded. 
“Now, how to kill an hour in this town,” Carol muttered under her breath when she made it back outside. The air was cool and she could smell the ocean mixed with pine from the evergreen garland forest that was the center of the small town. There was a group of kids in sports warm-up suits, clashing horribly with, well, everything around them due to the eye-watering oranges and reds and the cartoon goat wearing boxing gloves on the backs. They were in the process of wrapping more garlands around every vertical object in the square. “Better get moving before they wrap me,” Carol said. 
She strolled around the edge of the square, stopping to admire window displays that were both charming and bizarre. Something called Bumble’s Market had a plunger and bucket Santa in the front window. The Spark Theatre had a poster announcing the cast for the upcoming production of A Christmas Carol. She noticed it had five or six of the names whited out. Honey-Do Hardware had a creepy life-sized Mrs. Claus doll holding a handsaw in one hand and a power drill in the other. She was smiling, but the effect was somehow . . .  menacing, rather than festive. “Well, there’s some nightmare fuel to tide me over until New Year’s,” Carol muttered. 
A colorful sign caught her eye. “Printed Paradise bookstore,” she read. “That’ll do.” If there was one place guaranteed to kill an hour in short order, it was a bookstore. A set of jingle bells looped over the doorknob announced Carol’s entrance. The nineteen or twenty-year-old clerk behind the counter looked up from the horoscope she was reading and smiled at Carol. “Welcome to Printed Paradise. Can we help you find something today?” 
Carol shook her head. “Nah. I’m just killing time.”
The girl smiled and gestured at the rows of shelves. “Pick your weapon.”
Carol had forgotten what it was like to be in a bookstore. When she’d been publishing every year, her agent would schedule her for bookstore tours where she’d read, sign, smile, and greet fans. An old pain seized her chest remembering the euphoria of those days. She’d been newly married to who she thought at the time was the love of her life. She was creating, letting the stories pour out of her fingers across the page. Almost every book had been a bestseller. She could feel herself getting better as a writer with each story she told. Well, until the last one. But a contract was a contract. It didn’t care if your husband had just told you he was leaving you for his secretary whom he’d impregnated seven months earlier or if the rest of your personal life was imploding because of it. She stared around at the rows of neatly arranged books. Other people’s stories. Other people who didn’t fail at writing, fail at life. 
What are you doing here? This isn’t your life anymore. The voice in her head wasn’t one to sugarcoat things, which Carol usually appreciated. Of course, most days it wasn’t quite so painful. Carol turned and headed for the door. Maybe she could go back to De-Floured and shoot the breeze with Miss Mandie. That was a woman with stories to tell and she didn’t remind Carol of a past that didn’t exist anymore.
On her way back to the door, she moved sideways to avoid a mom chasing after two laughing kids that were making a beeline for the children’s section. She felt her hip connect with the edge of a table. The sound of falling books felt deafening in the shop and she swore she heard every other patron, including the kids, pause and suck in a sharp breath.
“Whoops,” Carol said softly. “I’m sorry. Didn’t see them  . . . “ She trailed off, keeping her comments about the odds that the kids would have hit the table being fifty-fifty with her, to herself. Probably more like seventy-thirty, considering your spectacularly awful karmic score, she thought to herself as she restacked the books. She paused when she recognized a few of the names on the covers; Lucy Score, Tessa Bailey, Emily Henry . . . She glanced up at the sign hanging over the section. Of course she was in the romance section. 
Thanks for that, Universe. Nothing like kicking a girl in the boob when she’s down. She restacked the books and stared at the shelves in front of her. So many covers she recognized from authors she’d met, shared tours with, or written reviews for. Selma Sterling’s latest effort was turned out on the shelf, facing her. She moved around the table to pick it up and study the cover. Selma was a steady writer. She was older than Carol and she’d done a lot to prepare her for the market. With a sigh, Carol moved to put the book back in its space, but froze when she saw the back cover of the book on the other side of the shelf, facing into the next aisle. It had been during that thankfully short-lived trend when the author’s picture had been put on the back cover of their books instead of tucked away inside, hidden, where they belonged. But now, Carol was face to face with her own black and white, strained smile, sitting in what she remembered was a very uncomfortable chair, pretending to be happy when she’d just gotten off the phone after another very long and very painful fight with Rex.
“Yeah, that’s gotta go,” she muttered, reaching through the shelf to snatch the paperback. At the same time, a hand shot forward from the other side and yanked it out from under her fingertips before she could get a firm grip on it. “What the fuck?” she hissed to herself as she withdrew her arm and stomped down the aisle to round the row of shelves and confront the person who’d taken it. More like ripped it out of my hand, she thought darkly. She came around the corner and she wasn’t quite prepared for the sight that met her. It was Patrick, the man from the ferry. He had a stack of paperbacks cradled in his arm, and he was pulling more off the shelf. Maybe he worked here? She hung back, watching him from around the corner of the aisle. He wasn’t glaring for once. He was . . . smiling. The laugh lines around his mouth and eyes were creased and he chuckled as he flipped the book in his hand over. 
“The Farmer in Adele. Nice.“ She watched as he read the back and she didn’t miss the stir of color creeping up his neck or the way his eyebrows shot toward his hairline as he blinked at her description. She felt exposed as he read, remembering how saucy that particular book was. He nodded at the book and tucked it into the crook of his arm with the rest of his pile. She waited while he straightened up and walked away from her down the aisle, back towards the front of the store. And it wasn’t a bad view, she had to admit. She squeezed her eyes shut. Carol, who are you kidding? You’re here to see Fi and Mari and do them a favor. Then, it’s back to Seattle, the food blog, and Jeb’s coffee until he finds you dead on the floor next to your table, legs and arms curled up like a bug on your back. All this hormones crap is expired. You’re practically on menopause’s doorstep. You shot, you missed. Move on. 
She crept down the aisle to see the place where Patrick had been standing, looking at her books. She paused when she studied the authors’ names on either side of hers, Faust on one side, Fields on the other. No more Rose Fielding books on the shelf. She shrugged. Maybe they’d just had the one. She crept to the end of the row and slowly followed Patrick’s progress up to the front counter. She ducked into the history section where she could stay hidden, but still see him clearly. She didn’t know why she did it. She supposed now that her glory days were over, she’d become one of those creepy authors that followed their fans around, trying to relive them.
“Rose Fielding, huh?” the girl behind the counter asked, shifting through Patrick’s books. “Wow, a lot of Rose Fielding.”
Patrick scowled at the girl. “Can you just ring them up, Dara? I don’t really need the commentary.”
The girl shrugged. “Just making conversation. I never pegged you as a romance reader.”
“My wife likes them,” he ground out.
A cool, internal breeze washed over Carol. Not pleasant, but needed. He was married. Of course he’s married. He may be kind of grumpy, but that could just be to strangers . . . well, and teenage kids that comment on his reading tastes. No, not his, his wife’s.
He was paying for his books when the door behind him burst open and a woman bustled in. She was young, maybe ten years younger than Carol. Her gaze fell on Patrick and she breathed a sigh of relief.
“There you are.” She wrapped her hands around one of his biceps, turning him to look at her. He didn’t seem to mind. He just rolled his eyes.
“Congratulations, you found me in a town of less than five miles of land and less than four thousand people, and in the place where I told you I’d be this morning.” He paused. “What is it, Nikki? What’s wrong?”
The woman sighed. “Scott just came by the theatre and announced that A Christmas Carol is going to be the last show at the Spark! He’s gotten an offer and he’s taking it. Patrick, what are we going to do? They’re planning to tear it down in the new year and build a big ShopRight!”
“Calm down,” Patrick said, lowering his voice to a soothing rumble. He picked up the paper bag of books, nodded at Dara, and led the woman he’d called Nikki outside. “It’s going to be ok,” she heard him say before the door closed behind them.
She waited for a few minutes to make sure they weren’t standing outside the bookstore’s front doors, talking, before Carol called a soft “thank you” to Dara and headed outside. 
She gently closed the front door behind her and tugged the zipper up on her coat. The wind had picked up and the cold shock was just what she needed. She really had missed bookstores . . . and the thrill she got whenever she saw someone carrying around or reading one of her books. She felt a little part of her, trying to come back to life.
“That’s not your life anymore, Car,” she muttered to herself. “Time to move on.” But, she had to admit, it had been nice, for even a moment, to feel like the woman she used to be. 
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Patrick


“Geez, got enough books?” Nikki muttered as Patrick handed her the bag so he could zip up his coat.  
“Reading is my hobby,” he growled, jostling past his half-sister. “You ought to try it sometime.”
Nikki chuckled, turning to face him. “I have a kid. Hobbies aren’t really a ‘thing’ for me right now.” 
His hands were busy trying to get the old zipper on his coat to cooperate so he couldn’t snatch the bag back from her before  . . . 
“Suspicious Binds,“ she shuffled the book to the back of the stack, grinning as she read the next title, “Deep in Cider: The Apple Picker’s Daughter,“ and then, “The Farmer in Adele.“ She blinked up at him and it was suddenly too hot for a zipped jacket. “So, romance books?”
“Don’t give me crap, Nikki,” he growled. “First Dara, now you. I don’t need anyone else’s comments on the books I buy.”
Nikki sighed. “You’re not adding to her old collection, are you?” When Patrick didn’t say anything, she crossed her arms. “Paddy, you’ve got to move on.” Nikki was the only person breathing that he allowed to call him by his nickname, but at the moment, it was annoying.  
“Just stay out of it, Nikki.”
She sighed. “Fine. But at least, can I borrow them when you’re done reading them?”
“Where’s your son?” he asked, looking around for Alex and hoping to distract Nikki and get her off the topic of his reading habits.
“Over there,” Nikki said, pointing to one of the park benches scattered around the square, facing the gazebo. Alex was a little small for his age, dressed currently in his Boy Scout uniform under his blue winter coat. He had dark hair like his mother and his grandmother and familiar features that might have belonged to Nikki’s father, though no one could remember for sure. They didn’t have any pictures of either of their dads, not since their mom had burned them all when Nikki’s dad left the family before she was born, the same way Patrick’s father had left their mom. 
He snatched the bag back from Nikki who held the last book in her hand, clutched to her chest.
“I’m keeping this one,” Nikki said in her mom voice. “You can have it back when you are willing to share.”
He growled at her but turned his attention to his nephew. “Hey, Big Al, what’s up?” he called as he approached Alex’s bench. 
“Uncle Scrooge!” Alex’s voice was entirely too loud. Patrick paused, turning to glare at Nikki and then back at Alex, raising an eyebrow.
“Uncle Scrooge?” 
“Opening night is less than two weeks away,” Nikki said, grinning at him. “Alex is just getting in the mood. He told me he’s worried he’ll slip up and call you ‘Uncle Patrick’ on the stage. I’d say you should think about getting in the mood too, Uncle Scrooge, but you already eat, sleep and drink your part. I don’t think you’ve ever been type-casted for a more fitting part, at least in attitude.”
Patrick rolled his eyes. “If that was true, I wouldn’t have folded like a bad poker hand and agreed to audition when you came to me with those . . . puppy eyes.”
Nikki ignored him and continued, “I think it’s fitting that you’ll finally be the star in one of The Spark’s productions.” She paused and he didn’t miss the light that left her eyes. “Even if it is the last production The Spark will ever have.” He didn’t know what to tell her. If the Council couldn’t even convince Scott to keep the theater or at least sell it to someone who wanted to keep it a theater, he knew she was probably right.
“What about you, Big Al,” Patrick said, turning his attention to Alex and trying to smile. “You excited about being Tiny Tim?”
Alex nodded so hard, Patrick was momentarily afraid the boy would give himself whiplash. “Uh huh, but Scooter dropped out.”
Patrick frowned. “Scooter Hines?”
“Yeah,” Nikki said. “His understudy. They’re trying to find another kid to be one of the Cratchit children and Alex’s understudy now. Seriously, I don’t know what’s happening. You know Jenny Burke, who does all the volunteer lighting and sound for the shows?” Patrick nodded. “She said there are some things that have . . . gone missing in the tech booth. Equipment and little things she needed for the show. And now, one of the follow spotlights stopped working. She’s having to spend every second this week at the theater, trying to get everything ready for this weekend.”
“That sucks,” Patrick muttered. The sound of the bells jingling on the door of Printed Paradise caught his attention and he turned to look, still thinking about what was happening at the theater. Those thoughts were short-lived though when he saw the woman who came through the door. It was Rose Fielding. Again. He hadn’t seen her going in . . . had . . . had she been inside when he’d been buying . . . had she heard Dara? Never before had Patrick wished so hard that he could just become part of the bench he was sitting on and slowly deteriorate in the salty sea air like the wood splintering under his butt. 
“What is it?” Nikki asked, frowning as she studied his face. He mentally willed her to not look up and see  . . . 
“Oh my god,” she breathed. She was still holding The Farmer in Adele. She looked down at the back cover, and then slowly raised her gaze to look at the woman. 
Patrick silently counted inside his head, 1, 2, 3, 4  . . . 
“It’s her!” 
“Shhh,” he hissed. 
Nikki glanced at him, but thankfully, she lowered her voice. “It’s Rose Fielding! She’s here. Wow. She kind of looks like . . . Cate Blanchett. Just . . . curvier. She was in the bookstore? Is she the reason you bought all these books of hers? Did she talk you into it? Are you . . . do you have a thing for her?” Nikki wasn’t chewing him out. It would have been a hell of a lot more comfortable if she had. No, if anything, Nikki looked . . . hopeful. Time to nip that in the bud.
“No,” Patrick muttered. “On all counts.”
He paused when he saw the woman look at her phone and then mutter what distinctly sounded like, “Shit!” under her breath before panic-running across the square, weaving in and out of tourists. He silently prayed she was late for catching the ferry and was on her way out of town. He didn’t know why exactly, but something about her felt like she was too close to him . . . somehow. Like she was invading his . . . personal space. Well hell, she had been staying across the street. If that wasn’t invading his personal space  . . . 
He turned back to his sister. “I didn’t know she was in the bookstore. It’s probably not even her. She just looks like her. So stop staring. And it’s really none of your business why I bought these. And,” he snatched the book out of her hand and stuffed it back in the bag, “no, you can’t borrow them.” He turned his attention back to Alex, hoping Big Al had something to say that could distract his mom and get her to drop this particular squeaky toy. “What are all those papers?” Patrick asked, nodding down to the rumpled flier in Alex’s lap. 
“Oh,” Alex’s face fell. He looked down at his lap picking at the top flier. From where Patrick sat beside him, he could see they were advertisements for different holiday events, every one of them bearing the Boy Scouts logo at the bottom, right next to the Girl Scouts logo. “Our troop is helping out with all of these.”
Patrick shrugged. “Hey, they could be fun.”
Alex sighed. “It’s not that  . . . “ He didn’t elaborate and Patrick frowned over at Nikki, silently asking what was up.
“Hey, Al,” Nikki said quickly. “Why don’t you go in and grab us something warm to drink at Miss Mandie’s?” Alex’s head snapped up and he grinned, nodding. Patrick chuckled. Alex was a hot cocoa fiend and he’d had two cavities filled to prove it. She handed him some cash, asked him to remember to ask for one of the strong, cardboard drink holders, and sent him off to get his cocoa and a coffee each for her and Patrick. 
“So, what’s going on?” Patrick asked, looking down at the flyers Alex had unceremoniously shoved onto his lap.
Nikki sighed. “The Boy Scouts got themselves roped into a lot of activities this year. Personally, I think it’s some kind of challenge between his troop leader, Jake Meyers, and Darcy Middleton, the Girl Scouts troop leader.”
Patrick shrugged. “A little competition never hurt anyone. And besides, with no school, cold weather, and only five miles of land to mess around on, what else is there really to do around here?”
“No, he’s excited about participating. It’s not that  . . . “
Patrick turned in his seat to face his sister. Nikki had always been easy to read. She wore her emotions and what she was thinking so close to the skin that it was easy (too easy) for people to anticipate what she was thinking or feeling and use it against her. 
“All the other boys  . . . “ she started, but paused, her eyes filling with tears. Patrick put his arm around her and pulled her to his side. He felt her shudder silently, trying to keep from sobbing. After a moment, she cleared her throat and swiped at her face with her jacket sleeve. She tried again, her voice stronger now, “All the other boys’ dads signed up to do all these activities with them. And Alex  . . . “
“Sign me up,” Patrick said quickly. “I’ll do them with Alex.” 
“Oh, Paddy! Really?” Nikki turned her huge blue eyes, the same color as his, but somehow larger, more like a baby squirrel in a cartoon, to look at him. They were so full of hope, there was no way on earth he could ever tell her no. He never could. Not even ten years ago, during her senior year of high school when she’d sat with him on their mom’s back porch. She’d told him she was pregnant and begged him to not badger her about who the father was. She’d been scared and she was hurting because when she’d told the father, he’d told her he didn’t want her or the baby and to leave him alone. Patrick was twelve years older than Nikki and no matter how much Patrick and their mom had pushed her to tell them who he was, she hadn’t. She’d been seven months pregnant when she’d graduated and even after giving birth, she wouldn’t tell them. It was a loose end that made Patrick feel just a little crappier in his role as big brother. Like there was a constant leak in Nikki’s life that he should have been able to fix. But one thing Nicole Athena Dorsett was good at doing was keeping a secret. No matter how much browbeating, coaxing, and annoying he did, she’d never told anyone who Alex’s dad was. So, with no way to beat the s.o.b. up for what he did to Nikki, Patrick decided to do the only thing he could. Be the best damn uncle and father figure to Alex that he possibly could be.
“Really,” he said, squeezing her shoulder. “Sign me up. Me and Big Al will run circles around those Girl Scouts.”
“Hold onto that enthusiasm,” she said, sitting up as Alex came back into view, carefully carrying the drink carton in both hands. “How’s your arm with ice turkey bowling?”
Patrick groaned. “Ok, now I’m starting to regret this.”
“Too late. You volunteered for it. And besides, if you don’t, he’ll have to go by himself. I, unlike you, have to work at an actual office in an actual eight-to-five job.”
“With actual slick jerks who are thinking about more than numbers,” Patrick grumbled. 
She chuckled. “Always the big brother, huh?”
“I’m serious, Niks. I’ve seen how they look at you. And not one of them is thinking about going long-term with you and Alex.”
“I’m not stupid, Paddy,” Nikki said. Her voice was soft, but there was an edge of annoyance that sliced through him. 
“I never said you were,” he tried to protest. 
She held up a hand. “Save it. I know what those guys are, what they want. It’s a small island and there is a finite number of single island women. That’s all they are. I’m careful at work. And I mean, come on, Jerry is my direct supervisor.”
Patrick felt himself relax. “Yeah, Jerry’s ok. I know you’re not stupid, Niks. Just stay close to Jerry and you’ll be ok.” Jerry Simmons was also in A Christmas Carol with them, playing Bob Cratchit opposite Nikki’s Mrs. Cratchit. They’d known Jerry since they were all small. He was the Milhouse to their Bart and Lisa Simpson. Well, minus the Milhouse having a crush on Lisa thing. And Jerry was tough, quiet. He was kind. The best thing about Jerry was that he was just their friend. Always had been, always would be.
“Thanks, Al,” Patrick said, taking his drink from the carrier. He scooped the flyers back onto his lap, clearing the spot off between him and Nikki for Alex to sit while she helped him get his cocoa out of the carrier. “So, it sounds like you and I are going to take on some Girl Scouts in Ice Turkey bowling.”
Alex’s face lit up. “Really?” Patrick nodded and Alex half-tackled him where he sat, knocking the air out of his chest as he squeezed him. Nikki thankfully leaned back away from them, holding the drinks out of the way so they didn’t end up wearing them. “Thank you so much, Uncle Scrooge!”
Patrick groaned and looked up at Nikki. “I’m starting to look forward to January when I’ll just be ‘Uncle Patrick’ again.” Yeah. Just Uncle Patrick, living in his time capsule of a house, avoided by most, annoyed by a few, haunted by one. 
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Carol



“Shit,” she muttered, checking her phone. Carol was late. She set off in a panicky run toward the Town Hall, but she’d only made it a few short steps from the bookstore before she was caught in a human traffic jam. The source was hard to pinpoint. There was a screaming kid standing in the gazebo. At least, she assumed he was screaming. He could have been trying to play the big brass alphorn on display but from the way his arms were flailing, she assumed he was either attempting an interpretive dance to accompany his scream-playing, or he was actually stuck to the thing. Door number two felt more plausible. Beside him, his mom was trying to reassure him in between over-exaggerated blows on a cup of something in her hand. She stuck her finger in the cup, decided it was cool enough, and started trickling it over the mouth of the alphorn and the kid’s lips which only made the scream-horn-playing grow louder. 
On the other side of the square, she could hear a taunting version of “Jingle Bells” being sung a cappella by the same group of carolers she’d seen through the window at De-Floured that morning. The woman they were singing to was pushing a cart full of greenery and looked like she was one verse away from taking the bells they were jingling in front of her and giving the carolers exploratory colon surgery with them. 
Despite the panic creeping through her at being late, Carol was smiling. She noticed because the sensation felt like a stretch she hadn’t done in a while. She guessed the group of muscles in her face hadn’t had much use lately. What kind of bizarre asylum island had Mari and Fi moved to? Her phone buzzed in her pocket and she pulled it out to see a text message from Mari. Are you on your way? She frowned. On her way? She wasn’t supposed to meet Mari somewhere, she was supposed to get Fi. Then she realized it was Fi. She’d forgotten Mari had given Fi her cell phone before going to work. 
“Hang on, Fi,” she muttered under her breath, “I’m coming.” Carol looked around at the gawking tourists standing cemented in place, staring at the two sideshows going on in front of them. She had to get to Fi. Years of being a Seattle pedestrian had trained her for that very moment. She put her head down and started pushing her way through the crowd. Most of the tourists didn’t seem to notice. Probably other Seattle-ers who recognized someone on a mission. A few muttered snide comments which she ignored in standard Pacific Northwest form, almost wishing she had her earbuds in so they wouldn’t even bother.  
When she reached Town Hall, she broke into a jog, taking the front steps two at a time. It was her first full day with Mari and Fi. She hoped she hadn’t completely screwed it up already. When she got back to the meeting room, she found the troop leader, Darcy, standing solemnly beside Fi, staring at the door. 
“S-sorry,” Carol panted as she burst through the door. “Bad . . . bad traffic.” Well, she wasn’t wrong. “Human traffic,” she tried clarifying when Darcy’s frown grew, drawing the edges of her mouth almost to the bottom of her chin.
“Consideration and responsibility for what I say and do, and respect for others, Miss  . . . ?”
“Springfield. Carol Springfield, also known as Car-Car,” Carol said quickly, remembering how Fi had introduced her. “I’m Fi’s aunt.” The woman still didn’t smile. “Well, not by blood. I’m kind of an honorary aunt. Mari, her mom, and I grew up together and  . . . ” The woman’s expression still didn’t change. Carol felt herself starting to break out in a cold sweat. If this woman had lived during the Spanish Inquisition, they probably wouldn’t have needed the rack. Instead, the textbooks would read, “And ye did they giveth unto them, ‘the Darcy’, and forthwith they did shit upon their pantaloons and confess.”  Finally, Carol’s explanation sputtered to a halt. 
“I see,” the woman said. 
“And . . . and you’re Darcy, right?” Carol asked, hoping to distract the woman from the judgmental conga line going through her head. The last thing Carol wanted to do was give the people in the town another thing to torture Mari and Fi with if they were already being jerks to her family. Damn it. She should have checked the time while she was in the bookstore instead of creeping around, practically stalking a good-looking man who happened to buy her books. A married good-looking man, she reminded herself. If she’d just checked the stupid time, she’d have been back to pick up Fi on time. Then, she wouldn’t be standing in this room, getting the third degree from a woman, who she was sure had been one of those scouts who had looked at the program like a religion, rather than a way to hang out with her friends and eventually eat cookies. Her eyes darted to Fi who stared back at her, deer-in-headlights. Had the troop leader just been standing there, giving Fi the “silently disapproving” treatment for the last ten minutes? Damn it, Carol. Fi didn’t need that. She was just a kid trying to find friends, have a life, and grow up.
“I am Troop Leader Darcy,” the woman finally said. “And since you have so much of my time, Fionna’s time, and your time to waste, you should have plenty of time to help with our troop’s holiday assignment events.”
Carol frowned. She knew it was coming, but she’d liked the request a hell of a lot more when it had come from Fi and Mari.  “Oh, sure. So, what kind of events?”
“Oh, there’s the Holiday Safety demonstration and display, the gift wrapping race where our team will be victorious again this year,” she paused and glared at Carol as if she was expecting her to argue. Carol glanced over at Fi who seemed to have recovered with Troop Leader Darcy’s acid pointed away from her. They raised eyebrows at each other, but Darcy was still talking. “Then there’s serving at the Spaghetti Feed, and competing in the Ice Turkey Bowling Tournament.” 
Carol’s mouth was already working on forming her automatic reply to being bullied into something, let alone so many insane-sounding things. The “hell no” was on the tip of her tongue when her gaze moved to Fi. Her blue eyes and dark hair made her look like Mari in miniature. And she was gazing up at Carol, hopeful, but worried. This was Fi and Mari’s home now. They needed to make as many good impressions as possible. Even with up-tight, toad-faced troop leaders. Carol was their family. What kind of a jerk would she be if she made things harder for them?
“S-sure,” Carol heard herself say. She didn’t look at Darcy. She kept her gaze on Fi, telling her she’d do it.
“Splendid,” Darcy said. Though her tone didn’t really match the word. “What is it you do for a living, anyway?”
Carol finally looked at the woman, frowning. What did that matter?
“She’s a writer,” Fi piped up. Carol thought about correcting Fi but in a way, she guessed it was still kind of accurate. Copyediting was almost like writing. An old ache bloomed in Carol’s chest, like a long-ago pulled muscle making an encore. She was a writer. That was her past. At present, she wasn’t. And the future wasn’t looking good either.
“Oh, excellent,” Darcy said, snapping Carol out of her thoughts. She blinked at the woman. “Then you have plenty of time on your hands. Most of the other mothers have real jobs.”
Yeah. I remember that, Carol thought. The judgment. People would roll their eyes or pat her hand or sigh and say that they wished they had the time to just “sit around and write a book”. The one that hurt the most had been when Rex had asked her when she was going to get a real job. Even when her books were flying off the shelves and she was bringing in more money than he was as a CPA. It hadn’t been long after that when he’d announced they were getting a divorce and that he was starting a family with his secretary, Pam. Another old pain. Damn, was Darcy some kind of witch, with one of those pool skimmers, digging deep to dredge up all Carol’s crap? 
“Our first holiday activities meeting,” Darcy was saying, “is tomorrow morning at nine a.m. sharp. Here. We’ll be laying out the plan for our events and assigning duties.” She paused and Carol glanced at her. Darcy’s eyes were narrowed. “Can you remember to be on time for that meeting?”
Carol had two paths in front of her. She could let loose on Darcy, call her a “Cookie Karen”, and take Fi home. Or, she could protect Fi, be submissive and helpful and do everything in her power to give her family support in this new town so they could feel at home here. Instead of walking down either path, she decided to just charge through the brush and trees right down the middle.
She snapped Darcy a salute. “Aye aye, Captain. We’ll report for duty tomorrow right at nine. We might be early. If we are, we’ll just do push-ups in the hallway until you arrive.”
Darcy didn’t blow up, but she also didn’t pat Carol’s head and whisper, “good girl”. She just gave them a curt nod, frowned again, and walked briskly out of the room. As soon as they were alone, Fi broke into giggles.
“Auntie Car!”
Carol turned to her. “I’m sorry, Fi. I shouldn’t have been late. And I probably shouldn’t have smarted off to her but she was being a dick  . . . tator.” Carol sighed. She’d been in town less than a full day and she was already picking fights with the Girl Scouts. An old memory was bubbling to the top of Carol’s mind. “Your mom and I knew a girl like her in high school. Mindy Warren.” 
“Really?” Fi asked, as they left the room and headed back down the hall to the front doors. “What did you and Mom do about her?”
Carol chuckled. “Soaked her clarinet reeds in jalapeno juice, filled her locker with packing peanuts, that kind of thing. She never knew it was us either. I mean, she and I fought all the time. She liked to go after your mom. But, I don’t think she ever suspected us for the other stuff. Other kids would get hauled in and questioned about it, but I think we were so close on her radar that she expected the in-her-face stuff, but not the passive stuff.”
Fi was quiet as they walked through town. Her steps were slow and Carol felt hers slowing to match. Carol was tired. Troop Leader Darcy was an energy vampire. “I don’t know if she plays the clarinet,” Fi muttered.
Carol snorted. “Oh Fi, don’t worry. And . . . maybe don’t tell your Mom that I told you about that. She’ll think I’m a bad influence on you.” Fi glanced up at her and Carol rolled her eyes. “Ok, a worse influence on you. Don’t worry about Darcy. We’ll go pitch in with an event or two, the other girls will see how awesome you are. Their moms will shut up, you and I will get to hang out and wrap things, or something, and then everything will be ok.”
“Yeah?” Fi asked, looking slightly more hopeful. She reached out and took Carol’s hand. 
“Yeah,” she said, squeezing Fi’s small fingers. “Now. I don’t know about you, but after that brow-beating, I could use a pick-me-up. Feel like some hot cocoa from that De-Floured place?”
Fi’s energy returned with a vengeance, and Carol felt herself being pulled through the crowd by Fi, making a beeline for the bakery.
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Patrick


“And that is why, men,” Jake slapped his hand down on the table and scanned each face around the table, “we must beat the Girl Scouts troop this year. Now, are you all with me?” There was an awkward pause that made Patrick bite down on the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing. Around the meeting room table, the scouts and their dads were just staring at Jake like deer in headlights. He couldn’t blame them. Jake Meyers clearly had some kind of vendetta he was preparing to launch at Darcy Middleton, the Girl Scouts leader.  
“Any questions?” Jake asked, briskly. At the other end of the table, Doug Hinkle raised his hand. His son Jeremy went pale. “Yes, Doug?”
“So, the point of all of this . . . all this ridiculous  . . . “ Patrick saw the word “bullshit” forming on his lips, but before he said it he glanced down at his son and changed course. “Ridiculously fun events, is to beat the Girl Scouts troop?”
“Nice save,” he saw David Birch mouth at Doug.
“Not the point of it,” Jake stammered, backpedaling. “The point is to serve our community. A Scout’s duty is what?”
“To be useful and helpful to others,” the boys recited. Patrick glanced down at Alex who was watching Jake with rapt attention. Another burning rush of guilt rolled over him. Alex was at the age when a dad was extra important to a boy. In a few years, Alex would be trying to figure out what kind of man to be. Patrick should have come to all his Scouts meetings with him. For what felt like the millionth time in his life, Patrick tasted the bitterness in his mouth of not having a father to compare himself to. How was he supposed to be a good man when he didn’t have an example to follow? He at least knew that a good man didn’t take off on his family. And he realized Alex was in the same boat he had been at his age. Neither of them knew their fathers. Well, he wasn’t sure how good he’d be at it, but he was sure as hell going to try to be some kind of dad to Alex. 
“So, who’s willing to lead the troop at the head of the wrapping line on Saturday?” Jake asked, glaring more than staring around at all of them. No one moved, probably assuming that like a T-Rex, Jake’s visual acuity was based on movement, and by staying still, they wouldn’t be volunteered. 
“I am,” Patrick finally said. Alex looked up at him, eyes wide. “Me and Big Al will be at the head of the line.” He winked at Alex. He gave Patrick a toothy grin and turned back to face Jake. Patrick could feel the energy in the room shift. He glanced at the dads and boys around the table. Shock? Surprise? One or two looked like they were just itching to check their pulses and make sure they were, in fact, still alive.
“Excellent!” Jake said, clasping his hands together. “Don’t forget to wear gloves.”
“Gloves?” Patrick asked, raising an eyebrow.
Jake nodded. “For paper cuts. Oh, and safety glasses. The kind used for woodworking should do.” Patrick decided to not inquire as to why. He just nodded and glanced at the clock on the wall, hoping with this decision, the meeting would end.
“Item two,” Jake said, glancing down at the notes he had which he had not given copies of to anyone else at the meeting. “The Ice Turkey Bowling Tournament.”
Patrick felt like he’d aged, died, been resurrected, and then been volunteered to also lead the nature nativities hike, sell donuts and cider at the Solstice Bonfire, and assist with the gingerbread town teardown. All before being finally allowed a mercy killing with Jake adjourning the meeting.
“Patrick . . . I-I was surprised to see you here.” Patrick turned in time to see Kurt Vaughn standing there with his son, Justin. Justin was easily the biggest kid in Alex’s class and the rumor around town was that Justin was a bully. Alex had never come out and said anything, but Patrick had a feeling that Justin was somewhere in the mix. 
“Yep. Well, you don’t have to be surprised anymore. Me and Al are going to be joined at the hip at all these Scout events. Isn’t that right, Big Al?” he asked, clapping Alex on the shoulder. Alex grinned and nodded up at him. “Hey Justin, how are your holidays going?” Patrick asked, letting his natural scowl sit on his face as he studied the boy who was glaring menacingly at Alex. At being addressed by a much bigger, older man, Justin paused and looked up at Patrick. The kid seemed to wilt a little in his bully bravado under the glare Patrick was giving him.
“F-fine, sir.”
Patrick nodded. “Good. Well, we’ll see you two on Saturday.”
And with that, Patrick swung his scowl up to meet Kurt’s face before he nudged Alex forward to walk ahead of him as they left Town Hall. Alex was quiet until they made it outside. Then, he erupted, talking and hopping around with that mile-a-minute kid energy that Patrick couldn’t be sure he’d ever been able to pull off. Patrick just listened, smiling, as he walked Alex home. He and Alex made peanut butter and jelly sandwiches for a snack and watched Looney Tunes until Nikki got home.
“Thanks for hanging out with Alex, Paddy,” she sighed, slumping down onto the couch between them. 
Patrick nodded. “Oh, me and Al have been trying to figure out if one of Wile E. Coyote’s traps would work on Justin Vaughn.”
“Awesome,” she muttered. “Cartoon retaliation. Two words I always hoped I’d see on my son’s report card.” She grinned and rolled her head on her neck to study Patrick. “How’d the Scouts meeting go?”
“Uncle Scrooge volunteered us to be at the head of the wrapping contest, and we’re going to be on the ice turkey bowling team, and sell-”
“Wow,” Nikki said, cutting Alex off. She looked back at Patrick. “You did?”
He shrugged. “It’s no big deal.” He checked the time on his phone and let out a groan. No time to get a drink to deal with all the crap he just signed himself up for. “Well, Mrs. Cratchit, Tiny Tim, it’s about time for rehearsal.” 
Nikki nodded and groaned as she got to her feet. “And tonight Ann is auditioning some extra folks to fill the roles of all the people who dropped out.” 
“Goody,” Patrick muttered. “Maybe the third time will be the charm.” Besides ensemble characters and Cratchit kids, the cast had already gone through two Belles, the woman who was Scrooge’s love interest until she left him, saying he loved money more than her. He was trying to not take it personally, but after the second time, he was starting to worry.
Nikki grinned at him as if she was reading his thoughts. “You’re just a little too good at being Scrooge. Maybe tone down the crotchetiness when you’re not on stage and you’ll be able to keep a Belle from crying in the dressing room.
Patrick felt his jaw drop open. “Mallory had just broken up with her boyfriend. She wasn’t crying because of me. She was crying because the island is small and she had to see him all the time, so she had to move back to the mainland. And Emma  . . . “
Nikki raised an eyebrow at him and crossed her arms, waiting for his excuse.
Patrick sighed. “Ok, Emma was probably my fault.”
“You shouted at her.”
“No, I shouted near her. She ran over my foot with a set piece. And I apologized.”
Nikki chuckled. “Just goes to show, you’re scary even when you aren’t shouting at someone. Like I said, Scrooge was a part you were destined to play.”
“Just get your coat, Weisenheimer. We’re going to be late,” he growled.
The theater was bustling more than usual, the excitement of auditions running a range of emotions through the new faces. Some were bouncing in their seats with anticipation. Others looked cool, the consummate professionals, despite the way they were rolling and unrolling the scripts they’d be reading from. A few were pale and looked like the odds were even as to whether they’d regurgitate lines or their dinners. He recognized most of the faces in the crowd. He paused when he noticed that one of the pale faces belonged to Marigold Forrester. He felt his own wave of nausea roll over him when he noticed Fi and the Rose Fielding look-a-like sitting next to her. Fi and Rose were whispering to Mari who seemed to be taking deep breaths like she was in labor.
“Hmmmph,” a deep, feminine voice said behind him. He turned to see Ann Spelling, the director, mock-glaring at him, hands on hips. “You make a better door than a window, Patrick. Better take your seat. I wanna roll through this as quickly as possible and then get on to rehearsals.”
He snapped her a salute and he didn’t miss her muttering, “Smartass,” as he retreated to sit with Alex and Nikki, who had already settled themselves in seats too close to Rose and the Forresters for his comfort. But there was nothing for it. He’d just call more attention to himself if he moved or if he sat by himself. He knew Nikki well enough to know she’d pretend to be confused. Then, she’d loudly say something while she motioned for him to join her and Alex with arm movements big enough to assist a pilot in landing a plane. 
The auditions were short, orderly, and efficient. Not that that was surprising, considering it was Ann. The woman was unflappable. She didn’t get wrapped up in theater politics. She looked at everyone who came out for a show she was directing as if they were tools in a toolbox, and she was just looking for the one that could do the job she needed doing. There were no bad tools in the toolbox; just specialized tools that served one purpose better than another. Ann had been one of the deciding factors for why he’d gone out for the show in the first place. Of course, he’d been willing to do it for Nikki and Alex; to encourage them to feel confident about themselves. But he’d only auditioned for the role of Scrooge because of Ann. 
She’d known Maria well and she’d watched, (observed, was more like it), as his world had crumbled around him. Not that she was uncaring or unwilling to lend a hand. She just wasn’t a busybody. Instead, on the night of auditions for the main roles, she’d sat down next to Patrick in the theater and without even looking at him, said, “I need someone who knows loss and where it can lead. And I think you’re him.” Then she got up, went to welcome everyone, and proceeded to put Patrick and the five other guys going out for Scrooge through their paces. She’d paired them against everyone else in the theatre until she was happy with her combination of tools. He sat still in his seat, willing himself to not look around, not draw attention to himself. He was mentally willing the auditions to end, for the Forresters and Rose to leave, so the regular rehearsal could begin. He was slightly relieved when only Mari auditioned. But then after the ensemble roles were cast, Ann looked down at her list and then peered out at the audience.
“Anyone here interested in auditioning to be Belinda Cratchit and Tiny Tim’s understudy?” There was some whispering behind where he sat. He knew it was coming from where Rose and the Forresters sat. It took effort, but he tried to ignore it and just keep his gaze on Ann. She smiled and nodded, beckoning someone to come to the front. It was Fionna. She was perfect for the roles, and Nikki was called up to play opposite her in a few short scenes since she’d be standing in as one of Nikki’s (Mrs. Cratchit’s) daughters. 
“Perfect,” Ann said abruptly and they all clapped for Fionna who, blushing, ran down the stairs and back to her mom. “I’ll be emailing you all this evening and if you’re cast, I expect you here tomorrow night and every night after until we open. We’ll be having more pick-up rehearsals between performance weekends due to our late additions to the cast. So, go through your calendars and get your availability to me ASAP if you are cast. Now, beat cheeks out of here and enjoy your last evening of freedom for a while. Actors who I’ve already ensnared, places for top of the show!” With one last round of applause, everyone scattered. 
“Scrooge,” Ann called. Patrick turned and looked up at her. “Grab that long coat from downstairs. I want you to practice billowing in and out of places, like an overgrown bat. And if you give me another one of those smartass salutes, I will Scrooge you into the ground so fast Tiny Tim won’t be the only one needing crutches.”
He blinked at her. “Yes ma’am.” 
There were only a handful of people that really scared and intimidated Patrick. Mrs. Thompson was one of them, and Ann Spelling was another. Mrs. Thompson because of what she could say, Ann because of what she could do. He jogged down the back stairs to the dressing room and found the coat that Lisa the costumer had pulled for him. He tugged it on over his street clothes and paused as his gaze fell on one of the many framed posters that lined the basement walls. It was from Guys and Dolls, the show he and Maria had been in together when he’d asked her to marry him. The memory shot a double-pronged burning pain through him. Loss, followed by his old friend, guilt. 
But it felt duller than usual. That’s not your life anymore, he thought to himself. He wasn’t Nathan Detroit, getting the girl and living happily ever after when the lights went down and the last note faded away. He didn’t write for the stage anymore. Hell, he didn’t even act for himself anymore. He didn’t love it the way he used to. He was here for Nikki and Alex, sure, but more than anything, he learned the lines, and tread the boards of the old Spark stage as his best attempt at penance. Penance for what he had and what he’d lost. 
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Carol


“Come on, Mari, your public awaits,” Carol called, closing her eyes. She heard Fi sigh beside her. “You alright there, Fi?” 
“Yeah. Just . . . bored. And tired.”
“I hear that.” 
“Well, maybe if you two clowns got off your duffs and also auditioned you wouldn’t be so bored,” Mari called.
“Yeah, but we’d still be tired,” Fi said. Carol opened her eyes and grinned at Fi. 
“You are wise beyond your years, child,” Carol said in her best Jedi voice.
Fi rolled her eyes and ran a bare foot over the back of the bulldog sleeping at her feet. “Can we bring Harpo?”
Carol chuckled. “Maybe he wants to audition.”
“Alright, I’m ready. Let’s go before you both become permanently attached to the couch,” Mari huffed on her way into the living room. With coats on and mild good will toward all those they would encounter, they stepped outside and simultaneously sucked in a breath as the cold air hit them. 
“It feels so much colder out here than in Seattle,” Carol muttered, feeling her teeth starting to chatter.
“Probably because we’re out in the ocean and there aren’t that many buildings to block the wind,” Mari said with a shrug.
It was a good theory, but when they reached the theater and she saw who else was there, she started to second-guess it. Patrick. Maybe he was single-handedly ensuring with his frigidity that central AC was never needed by the islanders. He was standing in the theater’s auditorium still glaring, still looking like he might be the Grinch’s brother by a different mother. Not that Carol was Cindy Lou Who by any stretch of the imagination.
“At least I’m not so obvious about hating everyone,” she muttered to herself as they took their seats.
“What?” Mari whispered, glancing back at her. 
Carol shook her head. “Oh, nothing.” She was about to sit when Patrick glanced up and met her gaze. It was only for a moment, but everything around Carol seemed to stand still. She felt her heart starting to pound like it had on the ferry. Was it because he was looking at her like he might charge and knock her down? Grab her by the hips and . . . Holy hell, Carol, her brain screamed at her. Calm your lady parts. He’s one step away from growling at you. And he’s a married man. “And I am not Pam,” she mumbled. Patrick was the first to look away.
“No,” Mari chuckled next to her, “you’re not Pam. I’m glad we got that cleared up.”
Carol turned to look at her, realizing too late that she’d said the last part out loud. 
“So . . . is there something going on with you and Scrooge over there?” Mari asked, keeping her voice soft, but not soft enough to keep Fi from hearing what they were talking about.
“Auntie Car likes Scrooge?” Fi asked. She was speaking at a normal volume, but to Carol, it sounded like she was announcing it on the radio.
“No,” she said quickly, matching Fi’s volume. She recovered and dropped her voice. “He is a scrooge though. Look at him glare. Why is he even here?”
Mari blinked at her. “Because he is Scrooge. In the play.”
Carol just looked at her. “You’re kidding.”
Mari shook her head, frowning at her. “No, that’s Patrick Dorsett. He’s Scrooge. Do . . . do you know him?”
In barely a whisper which often turned into a hiss in Mari’s ear, she gave her a brief rundown of her encounter with Patrick on the ferry and then her audition for the music video remake of the Radiohead song, “Creep” in the bookstore.
“And he bought all of the copies of your books that the bookstore had?” Mari breathed, turning to look at Carol with her eyebrows disappearing into her hairline. 
Hearing Mari say it out loud and seeing her reaction to the news made something shift inside Carol. Mari was acting like it was a big deal. Was . . . was it? In Carol’s head, it just sounded like his wife was a fan and he was doing the “guy picking up tampons for his wife”-type errand. 
“He told the girl at the counter that his wife was a fan,” she whispered, trying to dismiss the look of surprise on Mari’s face.
“He’s married?” Mari hissed.
“Welcome everyone, to our . . . third round of auditions?” The woman speaking looked to be mid-sixties. She glanced around the room and shook her head. “I’m the director, Ann Spelling, and this is attempting to be A Christmas Carol. But to be frank with all of you, I’ve never had a show that had so many issues come up. Granted, it’s the holidays, and I know everyone is busy, but please don’t waste anyone’s time. If you can’t be at every remaining rehearsal and all of the performances, please let me know tonight, or feel free to just get up and head out now.” Her voice wasn’t unkind. She just sounded like she’d run laps around annoyance and being harassed by time wasters and had arrived at the “acceptance” stage of inconvenience. “We’ve got five roles to fill, so let’s get to it.” 
“He’s married?” Mari whispered again as the men trying out for Nephew Fred were called to the stage to audition.
“Well, I assume that goes without saying since he mentioned his wife,” Carol hissed. “Isn’t that her, sitting next to him?”
Mari studied the back of the head of the woman sitting next to Patrick. “No, that’s Nikki, his sister. She comes into the bank all the time. She works for an accounting firm.”
Carol felt a little lighter. The woman beside him was beautiful. For some reason that she’d have to dig Freud up to have explained to her, she’d felt a weird wave of hostility toward her when she sat down next to Patrick earlier. But it had to just be spillover from the hostility she felt toward Patrick. Carol watched Patrick, his sister, and the small boy next to him. Seeing the woman lean her head against Patrick’s shoulder while he mussed the hair of the boy sitting next to him, he seemed . . . softer somehow . . . or something.
“What about the boy?” Carol asked. He looked about Fi’s age, maybe slightly older.
“That’s Nikki’s son, Alex. He’s playing Tiny Tim.”
Ok. So Patrick was here with his sister and his nephew. There weren’t any other people sitting next to the trio. 
“So where’s his wife?” Carol asked, more to herself than to Mari.
Mari shook her head. “That’s what I’m wondering. I’ve never seen her around town  . . . ” 
Carol turned to look at Mari. “But you wouldn’t know it if you were looking right at her, would you? If you’ve never seen them together or been introduced.” Carol straightened in her seat. “Maybe she’s a homebody. I could see that. If Patrick is as pleasant at home as he is in public, maybe she’s happy to stay home and have some peace when he’s gone.”
“Thank you,” Ann called. She crossed the stage to stand center as the lights came up around her. She put a hand to her eyes and squinted up at the balcony. “Thanks, Jenny.” The stage was elaborately decorated to look like a Dickensian street, just waiting to be colored in.
“The set hasn’t been painted yet?” Carol asked. “Doesn’t the show open next weekend?”
Mari nodded. “Apparently there have been some . . . issues.” The sleeping theater major in Carol tugged her sleep mask off and opened an eye. 
“What kind of issues?”
Mari shook her head. “The fates seem to really be against this show. Cast members dropping out, of course, the set designer fell off a ladder here and broke his collarbone a week ago, there was a small electrical fire two weeks ago, and nothing seems to be getting finished on time. Then there’s Scott Farhead, the owner.”
Carol nodded. “Yeah, I heard something about Mr. Farthead.”
“He wants to sell the theater,” Mari said. “And the people he’s talking to want to knock it down and build a big shopping center or grocery store or something.”
“That sucks,” Carol muttered, looking around at the auditorium. It was a beautiful space. Everything was a deep purple, accented with gold. With the Christmas trees on either edge of the stage, the garlands strung down the aisles with flickering white lights, and the set, even unpainted on the stage, it felt like a room where magic was made. The part of every theatre lover’s soul that mourns when a performance space is threatened awoke inside Carol and started taking notes. She was quiet as she watched the rest of the auditions. She and Fi cheered Mari on as she dug in and gave a great audition for Fred’s wife Clara, a washerwoman, and the ghost of Christmas past. 
It was easy for Carol to see what the theater meant for those present. Ordinary townspeople, wearing Lands’ End and Patagonia jackets were transformed into Dickens’ characters under the magic of the stage lights. 
“And do we have anyone who wants to audition to be Belinda Cratchit, a street urchin, and Tiny Tim’s understudy?” Ann asked the crowd. Carol grinned at Fi and nudged her. 
“You should do it, Fi. Then you and your mom could be in the show together.”
“Yeah, Fi,” Mari whispered. “You’d be fantastic.”
“Would I get to wear pointy spines?” Fi asked. Her eyes were wide with excitement. Mari and Carol just looked at her.
“What?” Carol asked.
“Urchins have pointy spines,” Fi said as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.
“Different kind of urchin,” Carol said. “Still fun though.”
Fi got to her feet, waving her hand at Ann. “Me! I’ll audition.”
Carol wasn’t sure if she’d ever seen Mari so proud, as Fi hammed it up on the stage. She even made Nikki, the actor playing Mrs. Cratchit, break character and laugh. 
“I thought she was really nice about saying, ‘You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here’ when she kicked us all out,” Carol said a half hour later as they trudged home through the cold.
“Yeah,” Mari breathed. “Wow, being on that stage again . . . I felt like I was eighteen again and following you onstage during Hello Dolly!” 
Carol grinned. “The magic of the theatre.”
“Don’t you miss it?” Mari asked quietly as they turned down their street, heads down in the freezing rain. “You used to do shows all the time, Car. And you were good. And you loved it. Don’t shake your head at me. You did. It lit you up. It . . . made you so alive. I thought that writing did that too, but  . . . ”
“But what?” Carol asked, pausing and turning to look at her. Fi was running ahead of them, woofing at Harpo, who they could hear barking through the front window.
Mari sighed. “But now you’re not doing either, Car. It feels like . . . it just seems like  . . . ”
“Seems like what?”
Mari reached over to tuck a piece of Carol’s hair under her ski cap. “You’re just . . . wasting away.”
Carol raised an eyebrow and gestured down at herself. “I’m clearly not wasting away.”
Mari gave her a tired smile. “You know what I mean. Creatively, you’re wasting away. Shriveling up and dying. And it . . . it just sucks.” Carol didn’t know what to say to that. Mari scowled. “And it makes me want to kill the asshole who did this to you.”
Carol blinked at her. Rex hadn’t destroyed her creativity, had he? She could have kept on acting when they were together, but . . . when he’d stopped, so had she. He was starting his own business. He’d needed her help, getting it set up and running. Lots of long nights working after their day jobs. No time for rehearsals. And then she’d started writing. It had worked. They were . . . happy, weren’t they? And she’d loved writing books. It was like she was the hand of god or the director or something, pushing her pieces around on the page, getting them into trouble, and watching them fight their way back out again. But it was never a “real job” as Rex had put it. Even though she was making money, good money. But . . . she was the one who’d stopped writing. After everything had fallen apart, nothing seemed to matter anymore. Not even writing.
“Rex didn’t make me stop writing,” Carol said, softly as realization settled around her. “I stopped writing.”
Mari sighed. “But he was the one that broke your heart and made you doubt yourself. And for that, I’d like to wish him great tidings of testicular torsion.” 
Carol snorted. “Fair enough. I think I’ll join you in that.”
Mari threaded her arm through Carol’s and they dragged their feet the rest of the way home. 
They finished off the cold pizza from the night before with Mari feverishly refreshing her email every ten seconds which Carol and Fi quickly turned into a soap opera episode, acting out the parts of Mari’s conscience worrying about her fate hinging on whether or not she was cast as a washerwoman in the production.
“We got in!” Mari finally shouted, scaring Carol and Harpo who’d been dozing on the couch.
“Is there a fire?” Carol muttered, shooting to her feet. “Why is my leg wet?” She looked down at the string of drool hanging out of Harpo’s mouth. “Never mind.” She blinked her vision clear and stared at Mari and Fi who were dancing around the living room in excitement. Once she figured out what was going on, Carol laughed, watching her little adopted family celebrate, yanking her into a three-person-and-one-bulldog hug. And for the first time in three years, she really did feel like she was alive. 
Later that night, when Fi had gone to bed, Carol and Mari sat in the living room, catching up. 
“So, shows at the theater don’t usually have so many problems?” Carol asked, yawning.
Mari shook her head. “At least not according to everyone I’ve talked to. Usually, the shows go off without a hitch. They’re always really successful. I mean, with the tourist population out here year-round, it gives them something to do at night when there’s not a festival or event. I mean, if they’re not the barfly type.”
Carol nodded. “Makes sense. Really, there shouldn’t be any reason why the shows wouldn’t be successful.”
Mari nodded and looked around her as if she was looking for eavesdroppers. Carol raised an eyebrow at her. “Afraid Harpo might be taking notes, waiting to go rat you out if you share something confidential?”
Mari rolled her eyes. “Force of habit. You’ve met my family. Anyway, I’ve seen The Spark’s accounts. They’ve been in the black historically. Until . . . recently.”
Carol sat up straighter on the couch. “Recently?”
Mari nodded. “Like in the last few months. Huge transfers to another bank.” I’m not able to see anything beyond an account number.”
“You think this owner guy, Scott, is embezzling?”  
Mari shrugged. “It’s hard to say. He does own the property outright, so if he’s pulling money out of his own account, I think it would be harder to prove he’s doing anything wrong. Taxes might be a different story, but that takes a long time to investigate and if he’s planning on selling the theater after A Christmas Carol  . . . ” Carol saw the tears starting to fill Mari’s eyes.
She was stunned. “Mari, what’s really going on? You were just in the one show in high school and I never got the feeling that you loved doing it. And now you’re going out for a show here, without the chance for extra credit or screwing around with high school buddies attached to it. What’s up?”
Mari swiped at her face and kept her gaze on her knees. They were quiet for a moment and Carol recognized the “gearing up” Mari always did when she wanted to say something that had been on her mind. “In school, I was a wallflower, Car. You remember?”
“You weren’t-,” Carol started to say but Mari held up a hand.
“I spent middle school dances in the bathroom, I always sat in the back row in class. I didn’t do extracurricular activities. I was Wallflowers Anonymous, baby. I know it and I own it.” She smiled. “And then you and I became friends. Good friends. And, you started rubbing off on me.”
“You mean I was a bad influence on you,” Carol chuckled.
“Well yeah, but in a good way,” Mari said. “You kind of forced me out of my shell. I would have never asked Jack to the Sadie Hawkins dance if it hadn’t been for you.” Carol felt a burning wave of guilt crash over her. Jack, who had gotten Mari pregnant, married her six years later after being a “drop-by dad” throughout Fi’s childhood, and then, apparently left her and Fi for good. “I’m glad I met Jack,” Mari said, her voice defiant as she squeezed Carol’s hand. “Without him, I wouldn’t have Fi. And I wouldn’t be who I am. Just like without you I wouldn’t be who I am. Anyway, when Jack left us, I was sitting at home one morning, crying into my coffee, thinking about how I’d gotten there, when I realized something.” She raised her eyes to meet Carol’s. “The turning point for me was being in Hello Dolly! With you. There were scenes where I was singing, feet from a full house audience, all on my own, just me and my voice standing in that light and . . . I wasn’t afraid. I was fucking fearless. I didn’t need you to hold my hand or Jack or my family. It was just me. And I felt . . . powerful. Like I could handle anything life threw my way.” 
Carol nodded. She knew the feeling. It felt like she’d experienced it in another life, but she knew what Mari was talking about. 
“I just . . . I want to feel that again. I want Fi to feel that. To feel her own power as the brilliant, funny, beautiful soul she is. Not to feel like her daddy didn’t love her enough to stay.” Mari was crying now and Carol felt the tears burning the corners of her own eyes as she wrapped Mari in a hug. Her voice was muffled, but Carol could still understand her when Mari whispered. “I want all of us to feel that again. Powerful. Like we aren’t broken.”
Carol felt her arms tighten around Mari as she tried to steady the dam inside her. She’d worked so hard to keep it solid: adding a layer of concrete to it every Christmas when she saw Pam posting about yet another pregnancy, adding another layer to it every time she looked in the mirror and realized she was getting older, her self-esteem was dropping lower, and her reasons to keep putting one foot in front of the other were getting fewer. 
Now, as she sat on the couch, hugging a woman that she loved like a sister, the full weight of everything in her life that had led to that moment, crashed down around her. It was too much. Too much to sort through at that moment, too much to try to sweep together, pick up, throw over her shoulder and keep climbing up the hill. So, instead, her mind scanned the ruins around them, searching for something, just one thing that she might be able to carry. Something that wasn’t too heavy but would be worth the weight if they could make it up the hill. 
“This theater isn’t going to close,” Carol choked, trying to stifle her sobs. Mari stilled in her arms and pulled back to look Carol in the eyes. “We won’t let it,” Carol said, letting her own defiance coat the words. 
Mari blinked at her. “Ok.”
Carol felt herself smile. “Just ok?”
Mari nodded and settled back against the couch arm, wiping her eyes. “Yeah. If you say it’s not going to close, it’s not going to close. I’ve known you long enough, Carol Springfield, to know that when you put your mind to something, anyone in your way better get off the train tracks unless they want to reenact that scene from Stand By Me.”
“So, I’m a train mowing people down?”
“No,” Mari said, shaking her head. She paused and gave Carol an evil grin. “You’re just determined and diabolical when it comes to something you want. And in all the time I’ve known you, you’ve never not gotten something you wanted that you were willing to fight for.”
Carol gave a mirthless laugh. “Oh yeah? Then how do you explain my current situation?”
Mari’s smile turned softer and she squeezed Carol’s hand. “You haven’t figured out what you want. At this point in your life. You need to know that. Then, you can fight for it.”
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Patrick


“Well, that went well,” Nikki snapped as they followed Alex out the theater’s front doors.  
Patrick frowned at her. “What?”
Nikki sighed so dramatically that Patrick glanced down to make sure they weren’t still on the stage. “You, Scrooge. That’s what.”
“What did I do?”
“You made Ashley Prince cry.” 
“Isn’t she supposed to? I mean, she’s Belle. It’s in the scene. She cries when she breaks off the engagement with Scrooge.”
“Yeah, but it’s not in the script for her to keep crying for the next thirty minutes while she’s offstage.” Nikki punched him in the shoulder. “Do you have to be so mean?”
“I literally didn’t say anything to her off-stage.” Patrick could feel his frustration rising up to choke him. It was the same frustration he’d felt so many times with Maria when she’d get angry at him and he wouldn’t understand why. It felt like walking into a meeting late and assuming you knew what was going on, but when you made a comment, which in your mind was relevant and helpful, everyone around the boardroom table turned on you like rabid wolverines.  
“Exactly. No ‘Hi Ashley, how are you tonight? You did a great job in that scene,’ etc.,” Nikki muttered.
Patrick frowned. “Why would I say any of that?”
“I know you really gel with your character, but you’re not actually Scrooge. I mean, for the last five years you’ve sure been studying hard for the part, but that isn’t who you actually are.” Nikki wasn’t teasing now.
Patrick felt the pit in his stomach where he kept the furnace that boiled his anger starting to hit critical mass. “No, Nikki. This is who I am. I don’t do the ‘hi, how ya doing? Oh, colonoscopy tomorrow, that’s a shame. Give my love to Bill’ bullshit. That’s not who I am.”
Nikki paused and after a moment of angry heavy breathing from both of them, she snorted. “Well, no one outside of a sitcom housewife from the ‘50s does that. Geez, ‘colonoscopy tomorrow. Give my love to Bill’? Where did you get that shit?”
Patrick felt his anger turning to embarrassment. “I mean, that’s what people say to each other, isn’t it?”
Nikki put an arm around his waist and pulled him against her, still chuckling. “Come on, Ebenezer. Let’s get you home before you embarrass yourself.”
“You know what I meant,” he grumbled.
“I know now. You don’t have to try so hard that you turn into Donna Reid. Just . . . you know, be pleasant. Try not to make yet another Belle cry and quit? We open in a week. We’re just lucky that Ashley was willing to come up from the ensemble to be Belle.” While Nikki talked, Patrick tried to imagine himself making small talk with Ashley, or Ann, or really anyone else at the theater. He’d never been good at it to begin with. Maria had had enough small talk in her for the both of them. When they’d gone on double dates, he’d been happy to sit back and listen to the other three people talk, watching the conversation. Almost as if it was a drama, playing itself out in front of him on the stage of whatever fancy restaurant dinner table they happened to be sitting at. Usually, the drama wasn’t particularly intriguing. Lots of gossip about this actress or that actor that Maria used to know when she was a full-time actress on the mainland. A new wave of guilt washed over him. Her career on the stage had been at a close when they’d gotten married. She told him when they were dating that she was sick of it and that she was looking forward to moving to the island and having a normal life. But that had only lasted a year before she started going out for shows again on the mainland. She’d stayed away from Hope for weeks at a time, leaving in the morning on the days she was home and only coming back after midnight. He tried to be supportive, taking the ferry to go meet her for dinner when he could. But those opportunities had become fewer and fewer. 
When he was a kid, Jim had taken him fishing. He was probably only five or six years old, but he remembered holding minnows in his hands over the bait bucket, feeling them swimming frantically around the water in his cupped hands. The longer he tried to hold them, the more the water ran out, and the more the minnows fought to escape. That had been Maria. He’d tried to keep her in his cupped hands. He even offered to move them back to the mainland so she could still have what she needed to live. But she’d fought her way out anyway and left him alone, hands empty. 
“Rose was there,” Nikki’s voice cut into his thoughts. He turned to look at her and he was immediately on his guard, seeing the evil grin she was sending his way. 
“Yeah, I saw,” he said gruffly, moving to open the door for Alex who was stuck on a loop, singing “Jingle Bells” to himself. 
“You didn’t want to go say hi or . . . try your small talk out on her?” Nikki asked. His expression was deadpan when he turned to look at his sister. She rolled her eyes. “Oh get over yourself. I saw how you were looking at her.”
“Like he was all mad,” Alex said, pulling off his coat.
Patrick frowned. “I didn’t look like that.”
Nikki and Alex both turned to look at him, eyebrows raised. 
He was outnumbered. He scowled and stalked past them to the fridge. “Don’t you two need to be heading home? It’s a school night  . . . ”
“No school. We’re on break, remember?” Alex asked.
“Work night  . . . ” Patrick said.
“Tomorrow’s Saturday,” Nikki said. Her tone was just a little too giddy for Patrick. 
He huffed and put his hands on his hips. “Well don’t you two have your own house to go home to?” They just grinned at him. “What?”
“We want ice cream,” Nikki said.
“And hot cocoa,” Alex added. 
Patrick groaned and turned to the freezer. “And you always complain about me having nothing healthy to eat in the house,” he muttered to Nikki as he dished out the ice cream.
“You do need healthier food. We, on the other hand, don’t because we’re just visitors here. And visitors can eat junk food,” she said, winking at him as she pulled three mugs out of the cabinet.
“You know, you two need to remember this the next time you’re going on and on about what a Scrooge I am. If I was as bad as you two act like I am, I would have kicked your keisters out into the cold twenty minutes ago.”
“Thanks, Uncle Scrooge,” Alex said, smiling up at Patrick as he placed a bowl of ice cream and a mug of instant cocoa in front of him. Patrick paused but decided to let it go.
“Yeah, thanks, Uncle Scrooge,” Nikki repeated, grinning up at him before digging into her own ice cream. Patrick just sighed. 
“So, are you going to talk to her?” Nikki asked when their bowls and mugs were empty. Patrick got up and went to the sink to do the dishes, but mostly so he could turn his back to her. Though, he should have known that wouldn’t stop her. She hopped up to sit on the counter, pulling Alex with her so they were in his peripheral vision. “Well, are you?” she asked.
“Yeah! Are you, are you?” Alex asked, joining in on the game.
Patrick had to nip this in the bud. He set down his scrub brush, dried his hands, and crossed his arms, turning to glare at the two of them. “No, I’m not going to talk to her. For all I know, she’s stalking me. I mean, she was at the bookstore, and then at auditions?”
Nikki just looked at him. “She’s an author. Maybe she likes books. And she’s obviously friends with the Forresters. You live in a small town, Genius. You’re going to run into people. You’re going to happen to be at the same events. There’s nothing sinister about it.”
“Why was she even at auditions? She didn’t try out,” Patrick muttered. On the surface, the comment felt like it was backing his play; that she was just showing up where he was to annoy him. But underneath, there was a lot of twisted logic that he didn’t want to look at too closely. Had he wanted her to audition? Yeah. So then at least it would be clear as to why she was there. And what if she was cast and was in the show? That was a tougher question, because that would mean she would be around, and in close proximity with him for the next few weeks.
“She was there to support her friends,” Nikki said, taking her time to carefully pronounce the last word. “I know the concept is probably foreign to someone like you, but friends are people you enjoy hanging out with and who in turn enjoy hanging out with you.”
Patrick frowned. “I have friends.”
“Name five. And Alex and I don’t count,” Nikki said, pulling Alex back to lean against her chest. He grinned up at Patrick. 
“Jim and Darla.”
“Our godparents. Doesn’t count. And you can’t say mom either,” Nikki said.
Patrick glared at her. “I have friends.”
“Look, he’s getting all mad,” she mumbled in Alex’s ear. 
He giggled. “Don’t worry, Uncle Scrooge, tomorrow’s the gift-wrapping contest. Remember? Lots of old guys like you signed up to help. Maybe you’ll make friends.”
There was so much dread to choose from in Alex’s comment that he suddenly wished he was drinking something harder than cocoa.
When Alex started to yawn, he was finally able to convince them to head home. While Alex pulled his boots and coat on, Nikki turned to look at Patrick.
“Oh, there’s something I forgot to tell you. It just happened today.” Her face was so worried, Patrick was instantly on his guard. “You know the firm handles Scott’s finances, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, he was in the office yesterday, on the phone. I wasn’t trying to listen, he just happened to be on the phone when it was time for me to water the plants in the lobby . . . right behind him.”
“Kay,” Patrick said, fighting the grin that was threatening to interrupt his scowl.
“Anyway, I heard him say that he was days away from closing the deal with Pacific Northwest and that they were going to be bringing a big ShopRight out here!” Nikki looked worried and Patrick felt sick. Hope was their home. And he knew that as a small town, it was a delicate ecosystem. Ebbs and flows were one thing, but dropping a stick of dynamite in it like a ShopRight chain store would kill it. 
“What the hell is Scott thinking?” he growled.
“My guess is dollar signs,” Nikki muttered. “The rest doesn’t matter to him.” He watched a tear roll down Nikki’s cheek. He reached out and swiped it away with his thumb. Patrick knew it was pointless to say, but he hated seeing his sister cry. She’d already had too much cause to cry and not enough to laugh over in her short twenty-eight years.
“We’ll think of something,” he said. 
She tried to smile at him, but after a moment she dropped her gaze to the floor, shaking her head. “We better think fast.”
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Carol


“The time has come,” Mari said, her voice somber as she walked into Carol’s room. Carol who was still in bed (sans top sheet, thankfully) squinted at her in the pre-dawn light filtering in through her window. Mari’s expression was grave as she held the paper bag out to Carol. 
“Mari, it’s too early to go to Scott’s house and leave flaming dog shit on his porch.” She groaned as she sat up. “Good hustle though. What time is it? Night’s bunghole o’clock?”
“That’s a good idea,” Mari said, softly as if she was just now considering the possibility. “The flaming dog shit.”
Carol groaned. “While visions of court-mandated community service and probation danced in their heads.”
“Only if we get caught,” Mari said.
Carol shook her head. “I am a bad influence on you.” 
Mari shrugged. “I’m an enthusiastic participant, so you can’t take full responsibility.” She shook the paper bag at Carol before dropping it into her lap. 
Carol just stared at it.  “Thanks?”
“It’s not from me,” Mari flopped down beside Carol, making the bed bounce. “It’s from Darcy.”
Mari turned the bag, unrolling the top enough to show Carol the neat Sharpie name written on one side.
“Karen,” Carol read. Carol shrugged. “It’s for someone named ‘Karen’, not me.” 
“Oh, Karen is you, my pet,” Mari said, putting an arm around her and squeezing her against her side. “She made a point to stop by and talk. Not sure where she got the notion, but she seems to think you’re a smartass. Something about you mouthing off at the strategy meeting yesterday morning and ‘turning her troops against her’? Hmmmm?” 
Carol rolled her eyes. “That ‘meeting’ was fifteen minutes of wasted time while Darcy went over how the competition would run. Everyone was pissed about being there. I just gave their concerns a voice. And she’s such a drama queen. They didn’t turn against her. They just didn’t cheer when she finished.”
“Well, while she was ratting you out to me, she just kept calling you ‘Karen’ despite me telling her over and over that your name was Carol.”
Carol shrugged. “Eh, people hear what they want to hear.” 
“I guess so,” Mari muttered.
“So,” Carol said, poking the bag. “It’s too small to be a horse head. Do you think it’s a woodchuck? Maybe a weasel head?”
Now it was Mari’s turn to roll her eyes. “Talk about a drama queen. I already looked. It’s a shirt for you to wear to the competition this morning.”
Carol reached a hand inside the bag, still not one hundred percent convinced it wouldn’t contain a bear trap, a scorpion, or a macaroni-decorated picture frame with really sharp edges which she maintained ninja stars couldn’t hold a candle to when thrown like a Frisbee. She knew the second her hand touched the fabric, what was in the bag.
“No,” she said, pulling her hand out of the bag.
“No?”
“No. Nope. Not happening,” Carol said, climbing out of bed and leaving the bag and its contents where it sat.
“What’s wrong?” Mari asked, dumping the bag’s contents on the bed. “Oh,” she said when it unrolled and she realized what it was. “I thought I recognized the material. But I didn’t think they made these in adult sizes.” 
It was a Girl Scouts uniform, or at least an attempt at one, but if a pattern was involved, it wasn’t a professional one.
“It looks like something Buffalo Bill would have made,” Carol muttered, looking at the huge stitches. “I wouldn’t be surprised if Darcy had made it from old Girl Scout uniforms she caught and skinned herself. I can just see her, mouth full of pins, one of those sewing machines that’s foot-powered, and a mad glint in her eye, just repeating, ‘Wrap this, Karen!’ over and over until the needle snapped.”
Mari was quiet for a moment, thinking. “Yeah, that’s probably what happened.” She glanced down at the garment. “I’m sorry to say it, but if you don’t wear it, Darcy is probably going to throw a fit.”
The sound of feet pounding through the kitchen, getting closer, made Carol pause on the precipice of the comment she was going to make about her “throwing Darcy”.
Fi and Harpo bounded into the room with all the noise and force of an oncoming train. Harpo had a bunch of flowered barrettes clipped to his collar and the short hair around his ears, and Fi was decked out in her Scouts uniform and a sweater, wearing her sash full of badges over it. She was even wearing the matching beanie, pulled down to her ears. 
“Ready Auntie Car-Car? We better hurry so we’re not late!” She and Harpo almost knocked each other down as they turned and sprinted for the kitchen.
“Give me that thing,” Carol muttered, holding her hand out to Mari.
“Changed your mind?” Mari asked. Carol could hear Mari barely holding back a snort of laughter.
“Just don’t ask me ‘what can brown do for you?’. You won’t like my answer.”
“Oh, I think I’ll like it too much,” Mari said. After a moment, she sighed and Carol turned to look at her. 
“What?”
She shook her head. “Nothing. I just . . . I wish I was going with the two of you today. It sucks sometimes, being the only breadwinner for a family. You miss out on a lot of great stuff.”
“Great isn’t one of the adjectives I’d use to describe the Scotch tape and wrapping paper shitstorm we’re about to walk into. Some of those other hardened Scout moms talked about it like battlefield soldiers remembering the beaches of Normandy.” She put a hand on Mari’s shoulder. “Fi and I may come out of this . . . changed.”
Mari rolled her eyes. “Rude. I was trying to be serious and you’re talking about shitstorms and Normandy.”
Carol plopped back down on the bed beside her and nudged her with her shoulder. “I’m sorry. If it’s any consolation, I’d happily go work at the bank for you today so we could pull a Freaky Friday if it was possible.”
They were quiet for a moment and the way Mari was fidgeting next to her, Carol had a distinct feeling that she was trying to work herself up to say something. She turned to look at her.
“Car, do you ever think about . . . you know . . . having kids? I mean, anymore?”  
She knew Mari was just asking. She wasn’t trying to bring up painful memories or regrets and to be fair, Mari didn’t know all the facts of what had happened at the end with Rex. But the question was a dull blade when it sliced through her, taking her breath away. It was something she’d mentally put away in a closet forever. Like when she realized she’d never be a child movie star, and then when she was older, when she realized she’d never be an Olympian. Then an engineer, an astronaut, then finally . . .  a mother. The closet of “Never Be” was orderly; everything in its place, and a place for everything so she’d never have to dig through it to remind herself of what she’d never be. She could just open the door, check the labels on the shelves, close the door, and go on with her existence.
Mari was still looking at her, but her expression had changed. “I’m so sorry, Car. I didn’t mean  . . . ”
“Mooooom, your phone is blowing up! The text messages say they’re from ‘Grumpy Troop Lady’.”
Carol chuckled, relief flooding her. “Darcy?”
Mari shrugged. “I only met her a couple of times and I could never remember her name.”
Carol shrugged. “You were very Sesame Street with how you put her in your phone. I can think of some different words I would have used to describe her.”
“Of that, I have no doubt,” Mari muttered, groaning as she got to her feet, dropping the troop uniform onto Carol’s lap. “Better go see what the ‘Grumpy Troop Lady’ is getting her badge sash in a twist about.”
“You don’t need to look,” Carol groaned, checking the clock. “We’re supposed to be there at eight. I’m sure it’s our ‘quarter-till-ass-chewing’.”
The morning was too early, the air was too cold, and the uniform top was too tight across Carol’s chest. Because of this, the aforementioned cold air slithered in between the buttons on the uniform top under her coat as she and Fi waved goodbye to Mari and headed for the town square. 
“That shirt is too small for you,” Fi said as they approached the square.
“Don’t I know it,” Carol muttered, trying to resettle her bra full of the girls who were normally peaceful but were ready to riot if Darcy even thought about giving her the stink eye.
“It’s probably because you have bigger knockers than Troop Leader Darcy,” Fi said as if she was discussing the weather.
Carol almost choked on her tongue. She knew Fi wasn’t a little girl anymore, but it was still a bit shocking to hear something like that come out of her mouth. “Knockers?” she finally managed to sputter.
Fi looked up at her. “Yeah. That’s what Daddy always called them. And the boys at school.” Carol had to resist the urge to do a facepalm. “Knockers is a funny word. It doesn’t really make sense for what they are . . . unless it’s because when they’re big, like yours, you can knock people out with them. Like a superhero.”
Carol wasn’t exactly sure what to say to this and it was too early to be thoughtful and delicate in her reply. “Yep,” she said. “Just like a superhero. Booberella.”
“Knockerella!” Fi yelled. She was being silly, but it sounded like a battle cry in the otherwise peaceful streets of Hope.
“It’s too early,” Carol muttered to herself. Maybe if she was lucky, she’d have time to slip over to the bakery for a cup of Miss Mandie’s coffee before  . . . 
“You are ten minutes shy of being late,” Darcy snapped when Carol and Fi approached the little knot of Girl Scouts accompanied by their mothers. Carol took a minute to scan the faces around them. Like Fi, most of the girls looked excited. A few of the older ones looked tired or bored, but the majority were of the hyper-energy persuasion. The moms, on the other hand, looked the way Carol felt. They all looked sleep and caffeine deprived. Three were staring into space, one was scratching at what looked like a nicotine patch she’d stuck to her neck, and the last one was sneaking Skittles out of her purse. The last two were Carol’s people. She moved over to stand next to them, but quickly realized the depths of Darcy’s deviousness. All the other moms were wearing t-shirts like the one Darcy had worn when Carol had first met her. They all read “Girl Scout for Life”. Carol was the only one wearing a traditional uniform top and from the way Darcy was smirking at her, she was just waiting for Carol to comment. Instead, Carol drew her shoulders back and smiled, feeling the top button on the shirt pop off. She didn’t flinch. She just snapped Darcy a salute.
“Sir, yes, sir, Troop Leader Darcy. We were ten minutes shy of being late, meaning, sir, that we were ten minutes early . . . sir,” Carol barked.
She heard the girls and a few of the moms, including Nicotine Patch and Skittles snorting into their hands. Carol glanced down at Fi to see her solemn expression aimed at Darcy, her little hand snapping a salute to match Carol’s. She wasn’t sure if she’d ever been more proud of Fi.
“Alright, enough of that,” Darcy growled. “We have a game plan to put into action.”
Ten minutes later, the sounds of men grumbling and boys whining and laughing made the Girl Scout team turn as one to size up “the enemy”. 
Jake Meyers was leading the pack. He was a thin man with long arms and legs, and a face that looked like it was used to smiling. The grim determination it was currently wearing was obviously freaking it out. Behind him, there were half a dozen men, also looking strung out and exhausted, though none of them had thought to bring any sustenance for their vices. See, Carol thought to herself, glancing over at Skittles, the gatherer instincts win out when there’s no time to hunt down and kill a cup of coffee. She felt the smirk fall off her face when the men spread out and she recognized the scowling figure bringing up the back of the herd.
Patrick.
The boy playing Tiny Tim . . . (Alex? Yeah that was it) was walking beside him waving a piece of bacon around while he talked at Patrick. The man’s eyes were barely open, his beard and hair were sleep-mussed, and his jacket wasn’t closed over his . . . tight grey t-shirt. Stop it! she hissed at her brain. But it was too late, indulging in a moment of sleep-deprived, un-caffeinated madness, she imagined running her fingers through that mussed hair and beard and down over that shirt  . . . 
“Team! Line up!” Darcy barked, instantly shattering the mental image for Carol. She was grudgingly thankful as Fi took her hand, tugging her to the head of the line. The square was set with long rows of rectangular tables, set end-to-end, each labeled with team names. Darcy led the way over to the Girl Scouts’ table while the rest of the teams milled around, looking for their own tables. A knot of young women stood to one side of the tables, shivering in their cut-off sweatshirts that read, “The Jingle Belly Dancers”. A group of annoyed-looking young professionals stood together behind the table marked, Swanson & Jaeger Attorneys at Law - Anacortes, WA. 
“Wow, they bused in some of the competition,” Carol muttered.
“Yeah, the lawyers never last long,” a woman said. “Too good at arguing. One of them usually blows a gasket ten minutes in and stomps off. A couple more will hold out through the first round, and then one poor intern will just dejectedly stay behind, wrapping until the end and then fade into the crowd to catch the ferry home.”
“Revenge of HR, you think?” Carol asked, studying the group.
“Or a boss who just wants a quiet day in the office so they can watch Netflix and eat ice cream on the clock.” Carol grinned and turned to look at the woman. It was Skittles. She stuck her hand out to Carol. “Lucy Walker.” She nodded over at a tall girl with braces, standing a little bit apart from the other girls, talking with Fi. “Emily’s mom.”
Carol grinned and shook her hand. “Carol Springfield, Fionna’s aunt.”
Tiffany nodded. “Fionna is a good kid. I was glad someone like her was in this troop.” She paused and then leaned in conspiratorially. “These other moms act like they anally ingest fence posts for a living and the girls can be just as bad.” 
Carol grinned. “Lucy, I think this is going to be the start of a beautiful friendship.”
There was a blast of loud microphone feedback and then a too-chipper-for-eight-a.m. voice boomed across the square. “Alright-whoa, can everyone hear me ok?” The speaker was a squat woman, just over five feet tall. She was standing on the steps to the gazebo so she was slightly taller than the contestants, but not by much. “Welcome everyone to the annual Hope Island Present Wrapping Competition!” She paused, but when there was no applause or insane screams of excitement, she frowned at the silent crowd and continued. “We have a record eight teams competing this year. They are the Hope Island Boy Scouts,” she paused, waiting for them to make a battle cry of some kind. A few of the young boys clapped. Carol was momentarily distracted when Patrick raised an arm to scratch the back of his head, stretching his t-shirt which lifted a few inches above his hip  . . . 
“That’ll wake you up,” Lucy muttered beside her. Carol turned to see her nodding at Patrick. “Wonder whose lucky bed he just rolled out of.”
Carol chuckled. “Probably his wife’s?”
Lucy started to say something, but she was interrupted by the announcer. “And the Hope Island Girl Scouts.” The girls and Darcy erupted into a screaming roar making Carol and Lucy take two steps back from the table.
“God,” Carol muttered. “Remember what that was like? When you didn’t need sugar and caffeine stimulants to muster enthusiasm and energy?”
“Nope,” Lucy said, shaking her head. “It’s been too long for me. You’ll have to refresh my memory.”
Carol snorted. “Sister, you’re talking to your elder here.”
“Oh, get out,” Lucy said, looking Carol over. “You look like you’re the youngest mom here.” She glanced down at Carol’s chest. “You certainly have the best rack. I have to ask. What’s with the shirt?”
“I suspect it was sabotage by our dear leader,” Carol muttered. “I’m flattered by the compliment, but sadly, it’s just a tight shirt. Anyone looks well-endowed when they’re wearing something that I can only assume was made for a hand puppet.” Exhibit B, she thought, cutting her eyes to Patrick who had shed his coat and was helping another dad move boxes behind their table. Though, she wouldn’t mind putting her hand up  . . . 
“Knockerella!” Fi yelled, bouncing back to them, Emily in tow.
“Knocker-what?” Lucy asked.
“Don’t ask,” Carol muttered.
Besides the scouts, the belly dancers, and the lawyers, there was a crew from Kiwanis who were already bickering about table placement, and a group from the church making comments about the “lewd Santas” printed on their wrapping paper. The final team appeared to be a group of townsfolk who had gotten caught in the park but were too polite to just admit it and leave.
“When I gave you that first cup of coffee, I didn’t expect you to chase it with this town’s Kool-Aid.” Miss Mandie had arrived with a full crew. She was flanked by two women who looked hung over, and behind them, there were three more who looked like they’d been caught in Miss Mandie’s net, mid-walk-of-shame home, and coerced into being there. Bringing up the rear was the older woman she’d seen by the Inn on her first day in town checking out the man helping her hang mistletoe.
“You didn’t happen to bring any of that coffee with you, did you?” Carol asked.
Miss Mandie’s expression turned dark. “No. I’ve been banned from bringing any refreshments to this event.”
Carol frowned. “Why?”
She rolled her eyes. “Something about ‘sabotage’ last year when I added a little kick to it and the Kiwanis women got snockered and started a slap fight.”
“Shame,” Carol muttered. 
“Tell me about it,” Miss Mandie muttered.
Carol felt someone watching her and looked up in time to meet Patrick’s gaze. As usual, he was scowling. She scowled back. Sing out, Louise. March your happy ass over here and tell me what the hell your problem is. Splinter in your ass cheek? Annoyed we got the blue wrapping paper? Pissed that I’m disturbing the atmospheric pressure in your general vicinity?
“Morning Patrick,” Miss Mandie called. “Careful where you’re pointing that smile. You look like you’re on the verge of either spitting or shitting rainbows depending on which way you’re loaded.”
Carol and Lucy had to turn their snorts of laughter into coughs while the moms around them and the church ladies, situated one table down from Miss Mandie’s Wild Oats Club, muttered about “language” and “there are children here”. Patrick rolled his eyes at her and turned away, shaking his head. Carol watched his shoulders and she felt herself take a mental step back. She couldn’t be sure, but he looked like he might have been . . . laughing. So, he’s capable of doing something other than scowling. That’s . . . healthy.
“Ah, here they are!” The woman on the microphone was back. There were four people approaching, pushing wheelbarrows and dragging carts full of random items. “Everyone, please give a round of applause for our gracious sponsors, Seaside Treasures and The Hope Chest Thrift Store for their generous donations to our competition  . . . ”
“Loaned!” One of the women barked. “We’re not donating them. I expect them back in our shop in the same condition we  . . . ”
“She knows,” the tired man beside her muttered.
“Yeah,” Miss Mandie called out. “Rest your sphincter, Esther. None of us want to actually take any of this crap home.”
“The rules,” the woman on the microphone began, raising her voice and the volume, Carol noticed, to drown out Esther’s reply, “are simple. Each of you has a box of twenty-five identical rolls of wrapping paper and four boxes of tape with six rolls to a box. You will each be given eight items to wrap. The judges,” she paused to point at four people in business attire and Santa hats who were quietly sitting on the bench by the gazebo. Reluctantly, they raised their hands. “ . . . Will be judging the rounds anonymously. They won’t know which wrapping paper goes with which group. They will be looking for neatness, creativity, and whether they can tell what the item is by the wrapping job. Extra points will be given if the judges guess correctly before unwrapping it. You will not be allowed to box any of these items. They must be wrapped as is.”
“What the hell is the point in wrapping them if you get extra points for the judge guessing what it is before it’s unwrapped?” Lucy muttered.
“The point is to win,” Darcy snapped behind them, making Carol and Lucy jump.
“You will have three minutes for each round. Every team member must participate. I will be watching and if every team member doesn’t fold, cut, or tape, on each round, that team will immediately be disqualified. Judging will be allotted fifteen minutes per round, and then the next round will commence. Each round will eliminate whatever team places last in the judging until we’re down to two teams to decide the winner! Judges, please head into your tent.” The woman waved the judges away toward a close-sided white tent set up on the far side of the gazebo. 
The tourists were starting to flood in from the ferry as the four “sponsors” unloaded items onto the eight tables. 
“Ok,” Carol muttered. “What have we got?”
What they had was a gift wrapper’s nightmare. 
“A lobster nutcracker,” Lucy began, “Bowling ball, French horn, something that looks like . . . is that?” 
“It’s a neck massager!” Darcy spat. Carol and Lucy exchanged looks but moved on. 
“A telescope,” Lucy continued, trying not to laugh, “a glass pitcher. Really? Glass at a speed wrapping competition with children? Way to skim the e-vite, people. A birdbath, and  . . . ” Lucy ducked to look under the table at the last item. She was quiet for a minute.
“What?” Carol asked. Lucy sighed. “What? What is it?”
“I . . . a pool floaty?” 
Carol squatted down with the other Girl Scouts to look. “It’s a unicorn,” Carol said, her voice deadpan. “I don’t suppose we’re allowed to deflate it.”
“It’s against the rules,” Darcy growled. “And we will not be violating the rules.” Darcy didn’t wait for a reply. She marched to the end of the table to take up the post of “finishing taper” and Carol sighed. 
“You think she’s single?” Lucy asked, glancing from Darcy’s sour expression to Patrick across the way who was standing hands-on-hips and glaring at the tuba sitting at the end of the Boy Scouts’ table. “Cause I think I know a guy.” Carol had to agree. It was too bad Patrick was already married. It would have been a match made in hell. Or at least the stationary line of a Taco Bell drive-thru.
“Maybe we should all pitch in and buy her the ‘back massager’ as a troop-sponsored Christmas gift,” Carol muttered.
“Wrappers! Assume your positions,” the woman yelled.
Carol and Lucy gave each other some serious side-eye, trying to strangle the snorts of laughter in their chest. God, I wish Mari was here, Carol thought. Then, the woman with the microphone triggered one of those aerosol air horns and they were off. 
Carol wasn’t a huge fan of wrapping presents to begin with. In her desire to be as far away from Darcy as possible, she’d accidentally positioned herself at the head of the table, making it her job to position the gift on their blue reindeer-patterned paper and make the first cut before passing it down to Fi, then to Lucy, Emily, and so on. Immediately, everyone at their table became an expert in gift positioning on paper. 
“Lengthwise!” The nicotine-patch mom bellowed. “You want to go with the reindeer, not against them.”
“Don’t waste paper! Turn it. You’re wasting paper! We only have one box,” another mom yelled.
“Faster!” one of the kids shouted.
“Hurry! They’re going to beat us!”  
“Stop yelling!” Darcy screamed.
“Yelling is fun!” Carol shouted. And then chaos ensued. She shoved the cut paper down the line. Fi pulled the first flap tight against the nutcracker’s flat lobster claw, taped it down, and passed it. When Fi’s hands were safely away from the multiple pairs of flashing scissors and serrated tape dispensers, she turned to grin at Carol and they high-fived. Darcy kept up a low growl of running commentary with pointed suggestions for their improvement every time the packages were collected and taken for judging. And every time, Carol held her breath. 
The first team knocked out were the lawyers. 
“You called it,” Carol said to Lucy, shaking her head, watching three of them storm off in opposite directions. 
Lucy chuckled. “It’s not my first wrap-a-thon.”
The second team out was the church group, which, despite the reverend trying to soothe his flock, had some colorful comments and hand gestures to gift the judges who fortunately couldn’t see or hear them. 
“Better than reality TV,” Carol laughed, watching them go.
The random group of townsfolk was the third team to be knocked out. They didn’t seem heartbroken about it and as they passed the Girl Scouts table, Carol heard them talking about heading over to the bakery.
“Orville,” Miss Mandie called to one of them, “Have Bart fix you up with some Bunspankers and coffee. I’ll probably be along in a few minutes too.” Her Wild Oats crew was definitely the fastest. Most of them didn’t seem to care too much about how the packages looked, but they had a ringer in the form of the mistletoe woman. Every rumpled package was perfect in ten seconds after she got her hands on it.
After she’d played “pass the vibrator” on round four, Carol let her eyes wander. She heard a deep tenor laugh coming from the Boy Scouts’ table and for a moment, she felt like she’d fallen into an opposite-world dimension. Old Scrooge Patrick was helping Alex tape down a flap on a mannequin head that refused to stick to the painted hair. The man was actually smiling. Ear-to-ear. And he was laughing with his nephew. Carol was hypnotized by the sight. Was she even looking at the same person? When Patrick smiled . . . she felt her face soften. It was . . . he was . . . beautiful.
They finally managed to get the flap to stick to the head and pass it down the line. Patrick squeezed Alex’s shoulder and looked up, still smiling. His gaze met Carol’s and she felt her smile grow. Let him scowl if he wanted to. She was going to smile. His smile faded, but he didn’t scowl.
“Well, that’s something,” Carol muttered. 
“Time!” 
That round knocked Kiwanis out. Next to fall were the belly dancers, who honestly looked relieved to have an excuse to get out of the cold. It was now down to the Wild Oats, the Boy Scouts, and the Girl Scouts. 
“Great,” Lucy muttered, looking at the remaining gifts. “And we kept all the hardest ones for the end.”
“What? You think the last five were easy?” Carol asked.
“Bowling ball,” Darcy bellowed. “Make a wrapping paper sack. I’m good at geometry.”
“You heard the woman,” Lucy said.
“The whole island heard the woman,” Carol muttered. “Now they’re trying to figure out if they’re all having a collective stroke or if they really did hear someone scream, ‘Ball sack geometry’ at nine in the morning.”
Darcy barked orders every step of the way on the bowling ball, not that any of them really minded. 
“If I was giving someone a bowling ball for Christmas,” Lucy said after it had rolled past them, “I’d rather wrap the person up, and then make them tear their way out and just see the bowling ball, sitting on the couch.”
“Maybe that’ll become a TikTok Christmas trend. Don’t wrap your gifts, just wrap the person you’re giving them to. Then leave all their stuff unwrapped under the tree. I like it,” Carol said. 
Miss Mandie’s mistletoe-wielding ringer did what she could, but the Wild Oats ended up with a cactus to wrap on the next round. The amount of swearing coming from the Wild Oats table had the dads chuckling, the majority of the moms muttering, and Lucy and Carol biting their lips to keep Darcy from giving them the third degree for “encouraging” them. A yelp of pain from the judges’ tent a few minutes later made the Wild Oats’ elimination unsurprising. 
“C’mon, Eudora,” Miss Mandie said, throwing an arm around the mistletoe woman.“We folded a good fight. We taped to the very end. We scissored  . . . ”
Eudora looked at Miss Mandie, eyebrow raised.
Miss Mandie sighed. “Yeah. Not sure where I was going with that one. Coffee’s on me.” As they walked away, Carol swung her attention back to the Boy Scouts table. Patrick was directly across from her, coat off, arms at the ready.
“Come on, Auntie Car-Car,” Fi muttered, “we can beat them.” 
Carol locked eyes with Patrick again. His scowl was back so she returned fire with one of her own. “Yes, we can.” Carol tugged off her coat and tossed it behind her, ready to hunker down and win this thing. What she hadn’t expected was the change in Patrick’s expression. His eyes were wide and his gaze had dropped a few inches. 
“Yeah! Go Knockerella, go!” Fi yelled. Carol felt the eyes of everyone at her table and the Boy Scout table turn to look at her. For a moment, she wanted to crawl under the table. She’d momentarily forgotten about the tight shirt. And the missing button. She glanced down at herself and saw the edges of her black bra peeking out of the fabric. Fantastic.
“Let’s use the floozy to our advantage,” growled Darcy. “They’re distracted. Never waste a distraction!”
Carol felt like she should say something to defend her honor, but the air horn sounded and she grabbed the huge unicorn pool floaty from under the table. She did her best to block everything else out and just try to think of flat planes wrapped around three-dimensional objects. She cut the paper and passed it, helping Fi bring one side up to secure around the floaty. When they’d passed it onto Lucy, she glanced across at the other table. The boys were struggling to get the paper cut for the tuba. Patrick was fumbling with the paper and she saw him glance up twice at her, red rising in his neck and cheeks both times. When he finally got the paper cut and passed, he turned sideways with Alex to cheer on the rest of the team as they passed it down the line. So Carol turned to do the same thing. It was a mad folding, creasing, and tidying fight between Darcy and Jake. She kept seeing both of them, glaring over at the other, as they turned the items over and over, tucking, taping, and folding. By the end, Carol and Fi were jumping up and down. When the air horn sounded a second time, the two gifts were whisked away to the judges’ tent and everyone in the square seemed to be holding their breaths. The woman with the microphone came back to the stage, smiling. “We have a winner!” Fi squeezed Carol’s hands and burrowed back into her so Carol could rest her chin on the top of Fi’s head.
“The winner is  . . . ” the woman paused, smiling out at all of them as if she was hoping to finally get the excitement she’d been trying to coax out of the crowd all morning. After a middling effort from both sides, she shrugged and said, “Hope Island Girl Scouts!”
The table erupted in women and girls alike, jumping up and down in excitement.
“Way to go, Knockerella!” Fi yelled, squeezing Carol around the waist as they jumped. The Boy Scouts were clapping for them and Carol turned to see Patrick determinedly staring at the table, still pink in the face, and clapping along with Alex.
“Carol, honey,” Lucy said, leaning in to whisper to her, “You might want to put your coat back on before you start a riot.” Lucy leaned back and winked at her. Carol chuckled. She was only too happy to oblige. 
Darcy muscled her way to the stage to accept and unwrap the framed paper certificate, which ironically, was poorly wrapped. And Carol didn’t miss the haughty smile she gave Jake as she practically pranced back to the table.
The contest organizers were lucky that the remaining two teams happened to be the Boy and Girl Scouts, Carol thought, as the tables were broken down and carried back to storage by both teams. The garbage was picked up, the judges’ tent was disassembled, and the items were unwrapped and returned to the sponsors. Twenty minutes after it happened, the square looked like the contest had never happened.
“Auntie Car, can I go to Emily’s to play for the afternoon?” Fi asked, looking up at Carol with her huge puppy eyes. 
Carol raised an eyebrow at her. “Does your mom know Emily and her mom?”
“I know Mari,” Lucy said with a grin. “She and I tried to join a bowling league team together when she and Fi first moved here. But it was too . . . intense.”
Carol shook her head slowly. “This island is like Twin Peaks and the island from Jaws went on a bender together and left the evidence out at sea.” She looked down at Fi. “I doubt Lucy will try to sell you to the Seattle zoo as lion food. I’ll text your mom to let her know and,” she looked up at Lucy. “What time should I come pick her up?” 
Lucy shrugged. “Em and I can walk her home after dinner if that’s ok?”
After some excited texting from Mari, practically squealing her excitement in print that Fi was going to spend the afternoon with a friend, Carol waved goodbye to Lucy, Emily, and Fi. When they were out of sight, she turned on the spot.
“Now what does Auntie Car do with the rest of her day,” Carol muttered.
She took a deep breath and the smell of the bakery caught her attention. “Finally get some coffee,” she decided, letting her feet carry her toward the intoxicating fumes.
The bakery was warm and smelled like she’d crawled inside a hot cinnamon roll. She sighed in contentment when she made it through the front door, despite the line. While she waited, she let her mind and gaze drift around the room. She’d been in so many Seattle coffee shops she expected to never be wowed or interested in one ever again. But, of course, that was before she’d seen De-Floured. With the red and gold decor, mixed with the wooden tables and splash of nautical accents, it looked like a coastal AirBnB and porn movie green room car crash. Miss Mandie was at the counter and she winked at Carol when she stepped up to order. 
“Well done. I heard you were victorious.”
“The Girl Scouts team was, yeah. It was touch and go though there for a while, when that unicorn was wrapped it looked like a big . . . well, we were worried that between that and the thing that was definitely a vibrator that we had to wrap, the judges might think we weren’t ‘wholesome’ enough to win.”
Mandie rolled her eyes. “I meant you, Knockerella.” She looked pointedly down at Carol’s chest. Carol glanced down but was relieved when she saw her coat was still zipped over the tight shirt. 
“Yeah, some interteam sabotage,” Carol muttered. “Though apparently, I was some kind of secret weapon. The troop leader, Darcy, yelled for the team to ‘use the floozy’. I should probably be insulted, but we did win.” 
Miss Mandie chuckled on her way to the coffee pot to pour a mug for Carol. “Yeah, I don’t get along with Darcy Middleton either. Not many do. Too uptight and intense. I knew girls like her in the industry. I could tell you stories about what happened to them when they got on set  . . . ” 
“Definitely another time,” Carol said quickly. “I don’t know if I can take Darcy, speed gift wrapping, a too-tight shirt, and porn industry stories before coffee. I think my head might explode. Also, can I get one of those eclairs?”
“Speaking of heads exploding,” Miss Mandie muttered, nodding to the end of the line. Carol took the éclair and coffee from Miss Mandie before turning to look.
Patrick.
Carol groaned. “Seriously? I know it’s a small town, but he is everywhere. The bookstore, the theater, dudeing it up with the Boy Scouts, and now here?”
Miss Mandie snorted. “You just named all the places Patrick Dorsett ever goes.”
“Really?” Carol asked, frowning.
Miss Mandie nodded. “He’s kind of a homebody these days.”
Maybe that’s why we never see his wife, Carol thought. She paid for her coffee and éclair and took them over to a newly vacated café table by the window. With nothing else planned for the afternoon, she decided to spend it one minute at a time. And right now, she was going to eat the huge “well-endowed” éclair, drink Miss Mandie’s orgasmic coffee, and watch the assassin-style carolers in the square sneak up on a cranky man wearing an eye patch and a plaid coat. Through the glass window, she could hear the old man telling them that if they took one step closer to him, he was going to shove their pitch pipe where the sun didn’t shine. They didn’t move closer, but they did start singing “You’re a Mean One, Mr. Grinch”. Hmmm, Carol thought, maybe she should think about siccing them on one, Patrick “Scrooge” Dorsett.
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Patrick


That shirt. It felt like a part of him that had been in a coma for five years had just been shocked back to life . . .   
No.
And there it was, the wave of burning guilt. He started to relax a little, letting the discomfort comfort him. Somewhere in his gut, he knew Doc Freeman would say it was unhealthy. But that was why he didn’t go see the good doctor anymore. The man was a shrink, but he’d never been in Patrick’s position, so what kind of real advice could he give? No, Patrick was doing fine on his own. He had the experience, so why shouldn’t he just keep carrying on and finding his balance the only way he knew how? He was doing fine. He had Alex and Nikki, his godparents, and his work. And he was still . . . faithful.
Coffee. That’s what he needed. He’d been up for three hours and it was still entirely too early for a Saturday. He’d barely been able to string two words together when he’d handed off Alex to Nikki. His adrenaline from the competition had worn off and the last few nights of bad or no sleep were taking their revenge. Nikki, on the other hand, had been annoyingly perky and well-rested having gotten to sleep in while he and Alex were giving themselves Christmas wrapping paper cuts at forty miles per hour. He’d thought about just going home, brewing himself a cup, and working a little overtime since he had the time, but . . . he just felt  . . . off. He needed a walk. And while he was walking, he might as well just get a coffee from Miss Mandie’s.
“Hey there, Scrooge,” Miss Mandie muttered when he made it to the counter. “I’d offer you a bunspanker on the house, but I heard you already got a pretty good bun spanking from the Girl Scouts this morning. Something about a tuba and a creatively wrapped unicorn horn.”
Patrick groaned. “Probably not a best practice to talk about a forty-year-old guy getting his ‘buns spanked by Girl Scouts’.”
“You know what I mean. And anyway, it’s too early in the morning for anyone else to take it the wrong way. Look around, everyone here is just trying to get caffeinated enough to be able to find their butt with both hands by lunch. Speaking of which, what can I get you?”
“Just coffee.”
“Christmas Chaos blend?” Miss Mandie asked, winking at him.
He scowled at her. “That wink looks a hell of a lot like a red flag.”
She grinned. “You’ll love it. But I’m all out of to-go cups, so you’ll have to just sit down and drink it here.”
He felt his scowl deepen. That wasn’t a complication he’d planned on. It had been years since he’d sat in a restaurant by himself. He glared around at the full tables. “There isn’t anywhere to sit.”
“There’s a spot over by the window,” Miss Mandie said.
Patrick scanned the tables again. There was a single empty chair at a café table . . . right across from the Rose Fielding woman.
“That table’s been taken,” Patrick muttered. Miss Mandie looked and he didn’t miss the staged surprise on her face.
“Oh, she must have sat down over there without me noticing. How funny. Oh well, there’s an empty seat across from her.” Miss Mandie sighed. “Too bad it’ll go to waste since you are too ashamed of your big wrapping paper loss to sit down with the winner. Not very manly or . . . Boy Scout-y, I guess.”
He knew what she was doing. He’d grown up in Hope and he had memories of this game with Miss Mandie. It was right out of the Tom Sawyer playbook. Pretend painting the fence is fun so he’ll want to do it. He turned to look back at Miss Mandie and she chuckled.
“Now you know that scowl doesn’t work on me, Patrick. You can either stand in the corner drinking your coffee like a surly, poorly-decorated Christmas tree, leaving the door open for everyone to stare at you and wonder what crawled up your stocking. Or, you can go over, introduce yourself to Carol, tell her ‘good game’ or . . . whatever the present-wrapping equivalent is, and have a nice inconspicuous place to drink your coffee.” She shrugged. “Your choice. I’ve got customers waiting.”
He growled low in his chest but he knew Miss Mandie hadn’t heard him. He glanced over at the woman he’d thought was Rose Fielding. But Miss Mandie had called her Carol. A small wave of relief rolled over him. She wasn’t his wife’s favorite author. Just a look-a-like. All the pressure that had been building in his chest started to relax. It was just an empty chair. It was just a cup of coffee. He hadn’t bought coffee for her, it wasn’t a date. It was just a physical vacancy that he could occupy for a short amount of time to fill his need of getting caffeine into his system. That was all. It was like they were riding the ferry and there was no room to stand and the only place to sit . . . was right next to her. But this would even be more innocent. He wouldn’t be sitting next to those . . . curves, feeling the side of those breasts brush against his arm . . . A fresh wave of guilt crashed over his chest and he came back to himself. It’s just a chair. That’s it.
What Nikki had said came back to him. She’d told him he needed to get better at small talk and not . . . making people cry. Who better to practice on than some random woman named Carol? She’d be leaving town at some point and he’d never have to see her again, so if he said anything stupid, it wouldn’t haunt him forever. And, bonus points, if she started crying and left then at least he’d have the table to himself.  
He could feel Miss Mandie watching him. He didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of seeing him hesitate, so he squared his shoulders, tightened his grip on his coffee mug, and moved around the tables, nodding but not smiling at the few people who acknowledged him. Carol was scrolling through her phone and didn’t notice him approaching. She had a cup of coffee and one of Miss Mandie’s “well-endowed eclairs” on a napkin.
“Is this seat taken?” Patrick could feel the gruff rumble of his voice in his chest.
Carol just stared at him for a moment, confused. He counted to three in his head, hoping she wasn’t already about to break out in tears and run away or possibly scream and kick him in the crotch based on the glare she’d been giving him that morning. Had she heard things about him? Or was that glare just part of this woman’s sparkling personality? Not that he minded it that much. He had a grudging respect for people who didn’t go around smiling like idiots all the time. So, he wasn’t that surprised when her expression hardened into a scowl.
“I’m not giving up the table,” Carol said. “I was here first.”
He blinked at her. “No, I’m . . . I was just wondering if I could sit in this empty chair . . . at your table.” He watched her gaze make the same trek around the bakery that his had before coming over to her table.
“I guess,” she finally said, scooting back in her chair away from the table.
Patrick sat down and he heard the chairs around them creak as the nosey residents of Hope turned to observe them.  He was still wearing his own scowl and he decided to turn up the volume for anyone who dared to smile or nod or make any kind of gesture that might constitute encouraging Patrick Dorsett to socialize. He was doing this on his terms.
His chair creaked as he turned to set his mug on the table. Carol was back to looking at her phone, pointedly ignoring him. Man, she’s not even giving me an opening.
“I’m Patrick,” he said, pausing. “Patrick Dorsett.” No. A handshake would be really dorky right now. And awkward with the table between them. He opted for lifting his mug to her and attempting a smile. It felt strange to be forcing a smile, especially for someone who wasn’t Nikki, Alex, his godparents, or Miss Mandie. Not to mention someone whose glares could peel paint.
Carol glanced at him over her phone and he saw her scowl start to soften. Good. Maybe his forced facial exercise was working.
“So I’ve heard,” she said with a nod. She paused, and for a minute, it felt like she wasn’t going to introduce herself. “Carol Springfield.”
“Nice to meet you,” Patrick said automatically. His mom had drilled good manners into him and Nikki, always ending with, “don’t be the asshole.”
His mom’s words seemed to be paying off. Carol blinked at him. “Ni-nice to meet you.” She shook her head and he didn’t miss the last of her scowl slip away, replaced by a little smile on her lips which seemed to be only for herself. She picked up her coffee and sipped. For a weird moment, Patrick wished more than anything that he could read minds. They sat quietly, just sipping their coffees and determinedly not looking at each other in the awkward silence that was breakdancing on the table between them. Patrick felt his smile start to relax as the people who’d turned to watch them quickly got bored and returned to the conversations at their own tables. He could sit there in silence with Carol, drinking his coffee, and then just get up and leave with a single polite, “goodbye”. But it wouldn’t be much to use in self-defense the next time Nikki harped on him for his inability to make small talk and be social.
With a deep inward sigh, he started scrolling through possibilities for easy, neutral topics to bring up, hoping that once he got her started, Carol would carry the conversation. But . . . he hoped she wouldn’t just yammer on and on, or ask him a lot of questions, or draw the attention of people around them, or- Calm the hell down, Patrick. Just say something and see where it goes. And you’re one to talk about other people being boring. It was true. It was something Maria would point out frequently. He just wasn’t a witty conversationalist. And that was fine with him. It became easier and easier to just let Maria lead the conversation while he sat back with an arm across the back of her chair, drinking a beer and nodding at appropriate increments.
“Congratulations,” he said before he’d moved his mental crayon through the maze to find all the ways this could dead-end.
She glanced up at him and then dropped her gaze, chuckling. “Oh, thanks. I can’t really take . . . any credit though. I think we can safely say we owe our win to Darcy’s military-grade intensity.”
Patrick snorted. “There did seem to be some kind of Cold War arms’ race energy happening between her and Jake.”
“Jake?” Carol asked. “The Boy Scout troop leader, right?”
Patrick nodded, shifting in his seat to face the table before lifting his coffee mug. She’d shifted too and now they were facing each other. She had her hands wrapped around her mug, grinning as she turned her head to look outside at the sea of tourists milling around the town square.
“Yeah, I was about ready to start making book on which one of them would be the first to shiv the other with a pair of the child-safe scissors,” she muttered.
Patrick shrugged. “Luckily? Or maybe unluckily, it didn’t have to come to that.”
She nodded. “Probably luckily. Nothing ruins a Saturday like having to stand around to give witness statements in a scissor-assault case.”
“I could see that.” He cleared his throat, quickly trying to think of something witty to say to keep the conversation going. It wasn’t as terrible as he’d imagined it would be. “I guess the valiant losers taking the victors out for coffee would have been more sportsmanlike, rather than just skulking off after the competition ended.”
Carol caught his eye before looking down at her mug again. “Eh, you all stayed to help us round up all the trash. I swear, I’m not wrapping a single gift this year. Everyone’s just getting blindfolded and dragged into the room where I’ll tie them to chairs until it’s time for them to see their presents.”
“Nothing says ‘holidays’ like a hostage situation,” Patrick chuckled while he took in her nod and the way her lips fit around the rim of her coffee mug.
“Besides,” she said with a sigh, “you Boy Scouts stuck around longer than most of the Girl Scout moms. They were the first ones to split. And as far as treating them to coffee, the kids are probably a little young for us to get them hooked on caffeine so early, and I’m afraid that if someone gave caffeine to Darcy, she might fire her thruster rockets and launch herself into the stratosphere.”
He grinned in spite of himself. “So really, that just leaves you.”
She shrugged. “Guess so.”
“Well, then I guess I owe you a coffee sometime in the near future,” he didn’t miss the way her eyebrows shot towards her hairline, or the way her honey-brown eyes widened. He cleared his throat. ” . . . Or at least the troop does.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” she said with a nod, still watching him with that penetrating gaze. He shifted his weight on the chair. He felt . . . exposed. Subconsciously, he turned in his seat to put his back to the window and face the rest of the bakery instead of . . . her. The burning guilt was starting to descend on him again. He wasn’t . . . flirting, was he? He should leave. He should just get to his feet, say a polite goodbye, start walking, and not look back. He tried to will his legs to move, but somewhere in the back of his mind, on a high shelf that he hadn’t searched in years, a tiny part of him was wishing with its eyes squeezed shut that Carol would say something.
After a moment, he heard her clear her throat and he glanced over at her. “I was surprised to see you at the theater.”
He nodded. “Side effect of letting yourself get talked into being in a show.” There was a pause. Way to kill the conversation, he thought to himself. Maybe he should take the plunge and start teaching one of those online courses people pay to take. He could call it, “How to end any conversation in fifteen words or less”. The only lesson would just be him, repeating what he just said to Carol, and the rest would just be fifteen minutes of him scowling into the camera.
Carol was shifting in her seat now and a fleeting fear washed over him. Was she about to leave? “My sister talked me into it,” he blurted out. He held his breath.
“That makes sense,” Carol said.
He frowned. “Why?”
She shrugged. “Because you don’t really seem like the kind of person that enjoys being around people. Or being on the stage. Or wearing funny costumes. Or  . . . ” She paused and he didn’t miss the hint of pink tinge in her cheeks. Or anything. The words she hadn’t said felt a hell of a lot louder than anything she’d said aloud. It knocked the wind out of him. He knew he didn’t go around town falling all over himself to volunteer to be the grand marshal for every Plumber’s Day Parade or judge for the Baby Jesus Bazaar, and he was quiet. Which was almost a cardinal sin in Hope. But, to him, there was already enough yakking going on around him at all times to suffice without him adding to it. And sure, he could probably smile more, but smiling was overrated. There were cultures in the world where he would be the norm and the rest of the grinning hyenas on the island would be the weird ones. Well weirder ones. Hope Island wasn’t exactly the national standard for “normal”. Still, was this how strangers saw him? Like someone who didn’t enjoy, well, anything?
When he was finally able to look at her, he almost choked on his coffee. She was smiling at him. Not smirking, not grinning. It was a soft, assessing smile. She was looking at him like he was an interesting article in the paper. Her eyes were passively searching his face. They were kind, but there was a hint of something that looked like . . . sadness . . . in their depths. Was she sad, or did she think he was? He had to defend himself.
“I like stuff.” He did a mental face-palm. Really? Your response is ‘I like stuff’? Why not call her a doodie-head and storm off while you’re at it?
She chuckled again. “That’s a relief. For a minute there, I thought my crown was in jeopardy.”
“Crown?” he asked, raising an eyebrow at her.
“You see, not everyone knows this about this. I mean, I don’t like to make a big deal and toot my own horn. Especially out here, because if I’m not careful someone might actually come along and try to toot it for me. Seriously, there should probably be a case study done about that horn and this town’s fascination with blowing it.”
“It’s mostly just the tourism board,” he said quickly. “They’re a bunch of sadists. They really hate the rest of us.”
She frowned. “I thought those were masochists. Which ones like to be spanked and which ones like to do the spanking?” A second after she said it, he saw her face starting to turn red.
“Apparently I found the fun table,” Miss Mandie chuckled as she breezed by to bus the table next to them. “And it’s sadists that like to do the spanking. Masochists like to enjoy it.” She bustled off and Patrick bit down on his lip to keep from laughing out loud.
“And if you’ll excuse me, I now need to go drown myself. What’s the quickest way through town to those cliffs with the sharp rocks below?” Carol muttered, reaching for her mug and eclair.
“Wait,” he said quickly. Probably too loudly, going by the look of surprise on her face. “You were saying something about your crown.” He held his breath again, hoping she wouldn’t just tell him to forget it and sprint out of the shop.
She blinked at him and he could tell she was rewinding their conversation in her mind. She paused when she hit the right spot and shook her head. “Well before my wandering asshole of a brain started digging a hole for itself, I was saying that I’m glad you like some things because I kind of have the market cornered on hating everything. But now, it just seems like I’m bragging.”
“Well, you kind of are,” he said, leaning back in his chair and crossing his arms. “I mean, this is Scrooge you’re talking to. I think I might be a little out of your league there. Like, maybe you’re the queen of the minor leagues, but I pitch for the Yankees when it comes to hating stuff.”
“You know they sucked this year, right?” Carol asked.
He rolled his eyes. “Babe Ruth era Yankees then. And them sucking is just fuel for my hating-everything powers.”
“I dunno,” she said, leaning back in her chair and studying him. “For someone who supposedly hates everything, you seem to have embraced being-” she gasped, “-maybe even liked being Scrooge. That’s one more thing than I like.”
“I can think of at least two things you seem to like,” he said, turning in his chair to look at her. “Marigold and Fionna Forrester. You came to the audition with them, but you didn’t audition yourself. Now, I’ve been to a lot of auditions in my day and if you’re not auditioning, it’s like watching paint dry. You like those two.”
Carol sighed. “Mari and Fi are family. I have to like them. And I’d never say it to them, but yeah, it was pretty dull, even for an audition  . . . ” she paused. “What other auditions have you been to?”
Again, Patrick was overcome with the distinct feeling that he was sitting naked, at least, mentally naked, in front of Carol. But she was pinning him to his seat again with that assessing look. There wasn’t really an escape now. Better to just answer her and not act like it was a big deal. He raised his mug, using it as an emergency brake to stop him from saying too much. If he started to say too much, he could hit himself in the lips with the heavy ceramic and burn his tongue with the still-almost-boiling coffee. “Yeah. I used to do a lot of shows in Seattle.” Almost said too much. He quickly sipped before he revealed anything else. The hot burn on his tongue felt good.
“Really?” she asked. “Huh. I wonder if I ever saw you in anything.”
Shit.
He tried to swallow his fear and shrug it off. “Probably not. It’s been about seven years since I’ve done anything on the mainland.”
She was frowning again. “Wait. Your last name is Dorsett, right? With two ‘t’s?”
He nodded.
She shook her head, still thinking. “I swear I read your name in an article recently. I just hadn’t connected you with theatre and Seattle  . . . ”
Oh god, he thought. He’d forgotten about The Rose Theatre.
“This Poisoned Wonder,” Carol said. And Patrick knew his fate was sealed. “At The Rose Theatre,” she continued. “Are you associated with it in some way? I swear I saw the name Dorsett.” He tried to just shrug, hoping she’d drop it, but she was still concentrating, trying to remember.
“What about you?” he asked. Distract her. “You looked like you’ve been to a few auditions.”
Thankfully, after a moment she seemed to give up on connecting him to the Seattle theatre scene. She dropped her gaze to the table and picked up her mug. She gave him a dismissive wave. “I used to do some shows in high school and college.” The silence lulled between them for a moment. So, she was a theatre person too. Or at least, she had been. “To be honest,” Carol murmured, and Patrick could tell it was more to herself than to him, “I was surprised when Mari wanted to audition.” She shook her head. “She had terrible stage fright in high school.”
“So did Nikki,” Patrick said. She looked at him. “My sister,” he explained. “She’s the one playing Mrs. Cratchit.”
“She’s great,” Carol said with a grin. “She’s channeling a lot of Miss Piggy into her interpretation.”
Patrick laughed. Actually laughed. “The Muppet version is the only one she watched before she auditioned, so that might have something to do with it.” He sighed. The cold reality of the situation crept in on him as he thought about Nikki strutting across the stage, ready to give him as Scrooge, a piece of her mind. She was so . . . confident. When she stepped onto the stage, she wasn’t the tall-for-her-age, picked-on teenager who had been used by some horny fellow teenager during her senior year and then forced to grow up too fast. No, she was a confident woman who could grab the world by the balls. She was a lioness of a mom both to her children in the play as Mrs. Cratchit and to her son in real life. He could see the same confidence building in Alex and it made him as proud as any real dad would be. An old ache in his chest tried to get a toehold and he did his best to shove it away. That’s not your life. You’re never going to have it. Be happy with what you have and move on.
“It just . . . really sucks.” Carol’s soft voice was a welcome distraction.
“What?” he asked, trying to remind himself that she wasn’t in his head. She couldn’t see  . . . 
“The theater,” she said. “I heard this was the last show because it’s closing.” He nodded and she sighed. “Damn.” She glanced at him. “Mari . . . it’s just . . . I’ve known her since we were kids and I’ve never seen her so excited about something. Especially something she used to be terrified of. And Fi . . . she’s trying to play it cool, but I can tell she’s thrilled to be in it. And both of them are getting here just in time to have it go away.”
He studied her face for a moment, recognizing the hard set to her jaw, the dejection in her eyes as she stared at the table top. As if she was thinking about a one-way charge up a hill in a battle where she was vastly outnumbered.
“I know what you mean,” he said softly. She looked at him. “My sister, my nephew. M- We’ve all been a part of the theater here for so long. It’s such a part of this town. I . . . I don’t know how Scott can even consider selling it, knowing someone is going to tear it down.”
There was a different smile on Carol’s face now. An . . . evil villain smile. But not like one worn by a cheesy evil villain. No. This was a poker face, calculating-how-to-steal-the-moon expression. And bizarrely, it was turning him on. That intense look on her face  . . . 
“What? What are you thinking?”
She glanced around them as if she was looking for eavesdroppers before leaning toward him over the table.
“I say we don’t let it happen.”
“What?”
“We don’t let Scott sell the theater.”
Patrick frowned. “How?”
She shrugged. “That’s the part we have to work out. Are you in? For Nikki, Alex, Mari, and Fi?”
“Yes,” he said quickly.
She nodded. “Alright. We’re going to need some supplies.” She got up and moved to the front desk to talk to Miss Mandie. He was not watching her graceful stride to the counter. And he was definitely not checking out the way her leggings hugged her curves and that ass . . . the burning guilt was back with a vengeance and he wished he’d remembered to bring a roll of TUMS with him.
It’s for Nikki and Alex. It’s not flirting. We’re plotting. That’s like the exact opposite of flirting. It’s working with the other person to bring down a money-crazed, theater-killing dick. See? Nothing to flirt about there.
Carol came back to the table with an order pad and a pen. She settled herself in her chair and unzipped her coat. Time stood still for Patrick as she pushed it back off her shoulders to rest over the top of her chair. She was still wearing that ridiculously tight shirt and as close as they were currently, he could see she hadn’t just decided to not button the top button. The button itself was missing. Her breasts were trying to spill out the top and her skin looked so soft . . . His stomach started tying itself in knots. Ok! I get it. Too much thinking with the downstairs brain. I’m sorry.
“Ok. Let’s get diabolical,” Carol said.
He did his best to keep his gaze down on the paper where he could read her quick chicken scratch upside down. Her fingers were long and graceful and the speed of her hand as it formed the letters was slightly mesmerizing. He was eventually able to focus enough to start throwing in suggestions. After ten minutes though, they’d exhausted the obvious and plausible and moved on to the ridiculous and outlandish.
“Probably setting a Wile E. Coyote-style box trap with a pile of Monopoly money under it won’t work,” Carol finally said. She grinned down at the paper as she stretched. Luckily, she groaned at the same time Patrick did when the tight shirt stretched even tighter, the second button down now threatening to pop off. “Any other ideas, or are we ready to go over what we have and see if any of these ideas might merit a second round consideration?”
“Uh,” Patrick said, wracking his brain. “How about  . . . ” he trailed off when Carol finally picked up her “well-endowed” éclair. His heart flatlined and his eyes dilated when her tongue swished across the end of the éclair to lick at the cream filling leaking out. She made a little noise of satisfaction and Patrick forgot how to breathe.
She refocused her gaze on him. “Sorry. It’s just been a long time since I’ve had  . . ,” she glanced at the éclair and quickly set it back down on her napkin, “an éclair.” She cleared her throat and picked up her pen again. “Now, what were you about to say?”
He couldn’t remember. His insides were burning with guilt, but it was doing nothing to stop the rush of blood heading south or the images playing out inside his head. He gave his head a shake, trying to clear it as he shifted in his seat. “Uh, nothing. It was a . . . bad idea.”
[image: image-placeholder]The cold wind on the walk home hadn’t done much to counter the effect Carol Springfield had on him. And it wasn’t just the physical stuff. He was trying to calculate how long his cold shower needed to be to return his equilibrium on that front. He’d actually enjoyed talking to her. She hadn’t stormed off or started crying. And she hadn’t been anything like he’d assumed she’d be, based on the way she’d scowled at him every time they’d crossed paths beforehand. After he found out she wasn’t the New York Times best-selling author, things got so much easier. There wasn’t this painful connection from her to Maria. And there wasn’t that celebrity-fan situation to navigate. And he could admit it. He was a Rose Fielding fan. One thing he knew he wasn’t going to be able to easily dislodge was the burning feeling in his gut. He may not have flirted with her, strictly speaking, but a part of him had wanted to. And that was just as bad.
“I know,” he muttered as he climbed his porch stairs and unlocked the door, “I’m sorry.” The house was silent, more so than usual, as if it was giving him the cold shoulder. With a sigh, he dropped down on the couch and stared at the dark TV. There was a Lakers game on tonight, but he didn’t feel like watching. He pulled his phone out and looked down at the home screen. No texts or missed calls from Nikki or Alex. They didn’t need him tonight. He’d see them at the costume fitting and dress rehearsal in the morning. Now, he just had to figure out what to do with himself . . . by himself, until then. He leaned his head back against the padded seat and closed his eyes.
Plotting with Carol had helped. He didn’t think anything on their list would work, but talking about it, considering it to be a possibility had helped. He’d told Nikki he’d keep it from closing. He was going to have to figure out a way to keep his word. It seemed more possible with Carol combining forces with him.
Thinking about her again was a bad idea. The burning guilt flared hot inside him, battling with the rush of lust that was setting his veins on fire. A distraction. That’s what he needed. He looked around the room and his gaze fell on the crumpled brown paper bag from the library. Reading was good. Go somewhere else for a while. Be someone else in a different life where the people you loved weren’t about to be crushed by losing something they loved. He reached into the bag and pulled out the book sitting on top. It was The Farmer in Adele. He snorted softly, rereading the title. He kicked his shoes off and stretched out, resting his crossed feet on the coffee table before settling in to read. He turned to the first chapter, but before diving in, he paused and turned the book to look at Rose Fielding’s picture on the back cover. It was a striking resemblance. He traced a finger over the lines of her face, thinking about how Carol must hear that she looks like Rose Fielding all the time. He wasn’t going to bring it up. He turned back to the first chapter and settled in. See, Maria? I’m reading your favorite author. I haven’t forgotten about you. You’re still my girl.
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Carol


That smile. Especially when his face was so close to hers. She could feel the hard contours of his body as he growled and pulled her even closer to him. His warm, square hands skimmed across the hem of her shirt and dove under the edge. She drew in a sharp breath, feeling the slow, firm pressure of his fingers tracing over her ribs and going lower. She held her breath as she felt the soft bristles of his beard tickle her neck and then his tongue touched her pulse point and her heart stuttered in her chest.  
“Carol,” Mari’s feminine hiss came out of Patrick’s lips. 
She frowned and looked down just as the vision imploded.
“Carol,” Mari whispered again. 
Carol kept her eyes closed, hoping that Mari might leave her alone so she could drop off to sleep again. Though, as she was coming out of her sleep stupor she realized who she’d been dreaming about and knew it needed to stop. He’s married, Carol. Get a freaking grip. She knew she was only having these dreams because Patrick Dorsett was the first man outside of her neighbor Jeb who had spent any real time with her in the last three years. That was all. It had nothing to do with how nice it had been to sit and talk to him the day before. It had almost been easy. That was how she knew it hadn’t meant anything. Dates, especially with complete strangers weren’t easy. And her stupid dream had nothing to do with that smile of his that should probably be regulated. Turned up to full wattage, Patrick Dorsett’s smile could melt a person into a puddle at twenty paces. There should be a public safety announcement about it or something.
“Wh-what is it?” she mumbled to Mari, trying to figure out how to make her mouth form words and make sounds. There was no light filtering in through the window shades yet and she had to squint in the darkness to see Mari. She couldn’t make out Mari’s expression and for a heart-pounding second, she was afraid something had happened to Fi. “Is everything ok?”
“Yeah, it’s not an emergency.” Carol started to relax. “Well, I mean . . . it is . . . a little.”
“What is it?”
Mari sighed. “Are you busy today?”
Carol blinked trying to keep her heavy eyelids open. “I’m not sure. I don’t even know what year it is at the moment. What time is it?”
“It’s almost six,” Mari said.
“There’s one of those in the morning?” Carol muttered, letting her eyelids close. If Mari and Fi weren’t bleeding from the head, whatever “emergency” Mari had could wait for Carol to get another hour or two of sleep.
“And today’s Sunday,” Mari continued, shoving her way onto the bed. Carol groaned but moved over enough for Mari to lay down next to her. Carol felt herself starting to fall into an annoyed sleep.
“And you felt the need to wake me before six on a Sunday just to tell me that there might be a minor emergency?” Carol mumbled into her pillow.
“Well, and ask you a favor,” Mari muttered, snaking her cold feet over to find Carol’s warm ones.
Carol hissed. “Feet mittens, woman!”
“You mean socks?”
“Those too. Now what is this favor you felt the need to ambush me with at . . .  not even the crack of dawn. At dawn’s colonoscopy appointment.” Carol kept her eyes closed, waiting to hear Mari ask for whatever it was so she could go back to sleep.
“Well . . . Donna, the costumer for the show, disappeared yesterday,” Mari said softly.
“It wasn’t me,” Carol mumbled.
“Let me finish,” Mari said, nudging Carol’s shoulder with hers. “She eloped.”
“Still wasn’t me.”
Mari sighed. “She just left a voicemail on the theater’s machine saying she was eloping and wouldn’t be back to the island until February.”
“Mazel tov,” Carol said, starting to drift off again.
“But not ‘mazel tov’ for the show. We don’t have a costumer now and we were supposed to have fittings today. I guess most of the costumes are built but they need alterations, especially for all the people who were just cast,” Mari said.
Carol felt a warning light start to flash in her head, but she didn’t have the energy to get too worked up about it at the moment.
“And,” Mari continued, “I know you did alterations to costumes in high school and you had to take that costuming class in college . . . so I was wondering if you could . . . help us out?” She could feel Mari tense beside her, holding her breath. It reminded her of the time in high school when she wanted to go on a date with Sheldon Martin. The problem was, Sheldon never went anywhere without his twin Dawson, who, Carol was convinced, was the evolutionary “lost link”. Mari had asked Carol to go on a double date with them and “entertain Dawson” and she’d tensed up just like she was now, waiting for Carol’s reply. And even though on that date, Carol had almost pushed the abrasive, bigoted Dawson into traffic, she’d seen the look on Mari’s face as she spent time with Sheldon. It had meant a lot to her. And she knew that this show, at this little island theater, the new home she was trying to make for herself and Fi, meant a lot to her.
Carol smiled, grateful that Mari couldn’t see her face in the dark. “If I say yes, will you let me go back to sleep?”
“Yes,” Mari said quickly.
“Then yes,” Carol muttered, rolling over.
“Thank you,” Mari said, throwing an arm over Carol and squeezing her. “We need to be at the theater at eight, so I can let you sleep for another hour, and then we need to get up, get some breakfast, and head that way.”
Carol grunted so Mari would know she heard her before slipping back into the arms of sleep and someone who definitively did not have a salt and pepper beard.
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It was cold when Carol finally rolled out of the bed an hour later. There still wasn’t much light filtering in from her window, but the smell of bacon and coffee had lifted her out of her sleep. Which thankfully hadn’t returned to the previously scheduled programming she’d been viewing before Mari had woken her.
“Ok,” Carol said, stumbling into the kitchen, still in her PJs but awake enough to remember with a true sense of horror that she’d agreed to something while half asleep. “Was I dreaming or did you come in and coerce me into costuming your show?”
Mari was standing at the stove, moving bacon around in a frying pan. “You weren’t dreaming and in exchange for letting you sleep another hour, you agreed to do it. It’s already seven.”
“I was coerced,” she grumbled, moving to the coffee pot.
“I’ve always found surprise attacks to be the most effective,” Mari said. “But, if it helps, I’m making waffles and you can have the first one.”
It helped. A little.
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To say The Spark was in disarray when Carol, Mari, and Fi pushed through the front doors an hour later, would be an understatement.
“Wet paint, wet paint, wet paint!” Someone cried as two kids chased each other across the stage, too-long tail coats flapping behind them.
“Does anyone know where the bobby pins and combs and  . . . hair stuff are? There’s nothing in the hair and makeup room.” Carol recognized the speaker as Nikki, Patrick’s sister. She paused to smile at the three of them. “Morning! Whether it’s good or not remains to be seen, but I’m so glad you’re here.” She turned to look at Carol and for a moment, Carol had the horrible feeling that Nikki recognized her. She’d worried the same thing when Patrick had sat down to speak to her the day before, but she’d ended up being paranoid for no reason. After all, his wife liked her books, not him. And maybe Nikki wasn’t a romance reader.
“Oh, Nikki, this is my oldest friend, Carol Springfield,” Mari said, squeezing Carol’s arm. “She’s visiting us for the holidays and she’s so excited to help out with costumes.”
Carol cut her eyes to Mari, but Mari’s look clearly said, “Please just go with it.”
“Really?” Nikki asked, her deep blue eyes, the same color as her brother’s, but wide, like a cartoon cat, begging.
“Oh yeah,” Carol heard her mouth say. “I’m so excited to . . .  costume.” At the moment, the “sticking people with pins” part sounded the most interesting, but she didn’t need to say that part out loud. That part could just be for her.
“Our savior!” Nikki squealed, jumping up and down on the spot.
Carol glanced around quickly as the other actors who were milling around carrying props and drills and paint brushes paused to look at them.
“Probably not a great thing to yell during Christmas time about someone who could screw up and accidentally short-sheet someone else in the crotch,” Carol muttered to Mari when Nikki had turned around to tell the others what was happening. Mari stepped on Carol’s foot.
“Be nice. She’s just excited,” Mari growled.
In the midst of the ant farm that was happening around them with the props, sets, hair and makeup, Carol’s gaze fell on Patrick. He was wearing just his undershirt as he stood on a sixteen-foot ladder, adjusting a light over center stage. It was turned on at the moment and it was shining down over him like a halo, catching on the silver in his hair and beard, and throwing the curves of his muscled arms into shadow. He’d paused to squint out at them when Nikki had squealed and though he hadn’t actually smiled, she saw him nod in her direction before going back to messing with the light.
“Well, Madame Costumer,” Nikki said, “Come with me! I’ll show you to your lair.”
“Awesome,” Carol said. “I’ve always wanted a lair.”
“Everyone does,” Nikki sniffed. “But they don’t want to put in the work to make it happen. By saving our collective booties, we hereby bequeath you the Spark costume shop lair.”
It was a basement. It sat like a clothing library and museum, directly behind the orchestra pit, and under the stage. To get to it, they had to pass through one of the dressing rooms.
“And this door,” Nikki motioned to a door that stood ajar on the far wall of the costume shop, “goes to the other dressing room.”
Carol nodded and looked around. It was over-stocked (as most theater costume shops always were) with costumes that had been recycled and altered and then recycled again, over and over until there was literally nothing left of them. The life of a theater costume wasn’t an easy one. No theater costume “went gently into that good night”. They were the “giving trees” of clothing; donating buttons, appliques, skirts, and sleeves. Pants became shorts, and shorts became “specialty” pants. Seams were ripped, panels were added to make them bigger, taken out, and the original fabric taken in to make them smaller. The “Rule of Forty Feet” was the mantra. As long as a costume looked good from forty feet away, the costume was perfect. Even if it looked like a hot-mess-dumpster-fire up close.  
Carol ran her hands over the nearest rack of costumes and smiled. It was like stepping back in time. Back to an old version of herself where the possibilities were infinite. One where the excitement of the stage, and the life she’d have even after the lights went down on the final curtain of the last performance was stretched out before her.
She felt . . . comfortable, mixed in with these costumes. She could do this. She set her bag down on one of the sewing tables and took off her coat. She pushed back the sleeves of her sweater and looked around. “Ok, where’s the costume plot?”
Nikki and Mari just blinked at her.
“Sorry,” Carol said. “It’s the list saying what each character is wearing in each scene.”
“Ummm,” Nikki looked around. “I don’t know if there is one.”
Carol shrugged. “Ok. Is Ann the director here?”
Nikki went off to get Ann and Mari turned to beam at Carol. “Thank you so much for doing this Car.”
Carol nodded and looked around the shop. “It’s nice. Being back in a place like this again.”
“Auntie Car-Car!” Fi yelled, though her voice was muffled. “Look at this!”
Carol and Mari turned to see Fi stumbling between two aisles wearing a rubber horsehead mask, backward, over her head. The horse’s face was bashed in at the muzzle and its eyes were bulging.
“Perfect, Fi,” Carol said. “Not only do the poor Cratchits have Tiny Tim’s medical bills to worry about. They also have a terrifying horse-head daughter. We should just send you to see Scrooge. One look at you and he’d probably give you anything you asked for just to get you to leave.”
“It looks like its eyes are screaming,” Mari muttered. She helped pull the mask off of Fi just as they heard footsteps in the adjoining dressing room.
A timid man that Carol recognized as the actor playing Bob Cratchit gave them a tentative smile. “Sorry to interrupt, but I was sent down here to see if . . . there was anyone that might have the free time and  . . . um, want to help paint the sets?”
“Me!” Fi shouted, bouncing on the spot. “I can, right Mom?”
Mari sighed and nodded. “Yeah. Let me just say a little prayer for your sweater’s passing. We should have worn our trash clothes today. Try not to get any on your pants!” Mari called after her as Fi and the other actor left. She turned back to Carol. “What do you need?”
“Well, after I meet with Ann, I think I’ll just need help keeping track of measurements and which costume pieces go with each actor. Oh, and which pieces need alterations. Then . . . I guess I should be set.” She chuckled. “Easy peasy, right?”
Mari shook her head. “Better you than me. But I can be your monkey with a pencil.”
Carol decided she liked Ann. The seasoned director took one look around the room, and said, “Scrooge needs pajamas, and only the ones playing multiple characters will need a costume change,” she glanced back at Carol. “Otherwise one set of duds per actor and when you can get away with it, throw them in long coats and call it a day. The audience won’t be able to tell the difference. And if any of them give you any lip or try a diva trip on you, just mention that you’ll be bringing it to me for the final say and they’ll start backing up like reverse is the only gear on their transmission.”
Carol grinned. “Fair enough.” She and Mari decided to start with the kids. Because they were Dickensian street urchins for the most part, the fact that the short pants were a little baggy or the coats were a little big actually worked for their characters. In less than an hour, they’d made it through all of the kids except for Fi and Alex. They both arrived in the doorway to the costume shop at the same time. Fi glared at Alex who stuck his tongue out at her. Then they both tried to force their way through the door at the same time.
“I was here first,” Alex muttered.
“Well, I was here second,” Fi said. “And they’re my aunt and my mom, and I’m a lady.”
“So be a lady and graciously let Alex go first,” Mari said, frowning at Fi.
Carol grinned and tapped the low stool she was having the actors stand on. “Come on over here, Mr. Alex. And tell me about Tiny Tim.” It was hard not to smile as Alex told them in great detail and enthusiasm about Tiny Tim, his crutch, and how he got to have his own bow at the end of the show.
“Doesn’t Scrooge scare you?” Fi asked, looking through the rack of Victorian-era children’s costumes. Carol glanced over at Fi in time to see her frown  “When he yells . . . and that grumpy face he makes.”
“Oh, that’s just for the play,” Alex said. “Uncle Patrick is really nice. We won second place yesterday in the gift . . . wrapping . . .  Hey!” He blinked at Fi. “Weren’t you on the Girl Scouts team?”
Fi’s grin was evil. “Yep! And we won.”
“Fi,” Mari warned.
“Well we did,” Fi said, crossing her arms.
Carol chuckled. “On a different day, we probably would have lost. They had to wrap a tuba, and we had to wrap a pool floaty. But on a different day, that tuba could have been ours and that unicorn could have been theirs. Better to just move on and be friends.”
Fi and Alex were still watching each other warily as Alex left.
“Your turn, Fi,” Mari said, helping her onto the stool and  tugging the first dress they’d pulled for her, over her head. Once Fi was costumed, she took off to go finish the set painting. Her sweater and her pants told them the color scheme for the set which had been oddly helpful when Fi wanted to try a dress that clashed horribly with the paint.
At noon, a pizza mysteriously showed up on one of the sewing tables while she and Mari were up to their eyeballs in marking alterations and getting clothes on the herd of random ensemble characters.
Nikki was a tough one to fit. She was very thin, but tall, and all the dresses in her size needed lengthening.
“I promise I’m not getting fresh with you,” Carol called from her spot on her back under Nikki’s skirt, picking at the hem and trying to mentally calculate how many inches she’d have to add to it so it could reach the tops of her shoes.
Nikki snorted. “I’m not sure I’d notice if that was what you were trying to do. It’s been so long, someone could walk in right now, honk both my boobs, and walk off and I’d just assume they mistook me for the fuse box. Especially standing down here.”
“How long?” Mari asked.
Nikki sighed. “Three months.”
“I’ll see your three months and raise you,” Mari said, peeking into the dressing room behind her to make sure they were alone. She slumped down to sit on a stool next to Nikki and Carol. “It’s been eight months since my last penis.” Carol chuckled, her lips full of pins. “What, Car? It’s a big deal. It’s almost been a year.”
“Not saying it’s not a big deal,” Carol muttered around the pins.
“What is it then? You think you can top us?” Mari asked.
Carol didn’t know what to say. If she leveled with them and told the truth, they’d feel sorry for her and she’d be forced to physically see that pity. And that would suck. She couldn’t lie to Mari either though. Mari had a nose about lying. It’s why Carol had to develop the so-called “sphinx face”. It was the closest thing to a shield she had for getting around Mari’s ability to ferret information out of her.
“Come on, Carol,” Nikki giggled. “We’re all girls here. We’re just swapping gossip between the three of us.”
“Let’s just say,” Carol muttered, turning her back to both of them as she finished pinning the spare fabric to Nikki’s hem, “I’ve got you both beat and leave it at that.” She dusted her hands off and started to straighten up.
“Beat at what?” The deep voice made the three of them jump. Patrick was standing in the doorway. Filling the doorway was probably more accurate. He wasn’t smiling but his expression wasn’t his usual scowl.
“Nothing,” Nikki said, a little too quickly. “We’re  . . . just girl talk. That’s all.”
“Uh huh,” Patrick said, “Well, Ann sent me down here to, and I quote, ‘light a fire under Mrs. Cratchit’. She wants to work your scenes with all your kids before the run-through. Since you have a few new ones now.”
“Yeah, Mr. and Mrs. Cratchit have been busy,” Nikki said with a sigh. 
“Probably nothing good on TV,” Mari said.
“Or going by the window. No good public hangings. Or two-headed pigs being born,” Carol added.
“Two-headed pigs,” Patrick asked, raising an eyebrow.
“Or whatever was the Victorian working class’ version of TV,” Carol said with a shrug.
“My guess is boredom, blood pudding, or boning  . . . “ Patrick started to say. He paused and she saw his scowl return as he dropped his gaze to the ground at their feet. She recognized that expression. Now she had two choices. She could let it pass, or torture him with his “boning” comment. She decided to let it go since she didn’t know Patrick well enough to tease him.
“Fair point,” Carol said. She was supremely thankful to turn her back to him while she worked to loosen Nikki’s corset. She might have decided not to torture him, but just hearing him say something like “boning” had her smiling. It was also doing . . . other strange things to her. Wow. It really had been a long time. She freed Nikki from the corset and straightened up in time to see a look that passed between Nikki and her brother. But when Nikki saw Carol was looking at her, she quickly tried to cover with a smile.
“Alright. Be free, Mrs. Cratchit,” Carol said, helping Nikki out of her gown. “Or as free as a mother of seven children can be.”
“From your lips to Dickenson’s corpse,” Nikki muttered, tugging on her street clothes. Carol turned to see that Patrick had disappeared into one of the adjoining dressing rooms. “Don’t worry,” Nikki whispered to her. “His bark is worse than his bite.”
Carol’s heart started pounding in her chest. Had Nikki seen . . . had she been able to guess what Carol had been thinking about her brother? Now it was Carol’s turn to cover. She tried to look confused as she opened her mouth to ask what she was talking about, but Nikki was already heading for the door.
“Alright, Mari,” Carol said with a sigh when she heard Nikki’s feet pounding up the stairs, “your time has come.” They got the first dress over Mari’s head, but only a few minutes into the fitting, Carol was having to call on some inner zen to keep her frustration under control.
“Mar, you have to keep your arms down. It’s messing with the length of your dress.”
“Well, I haven’t mastered telekinesis, Car. How the hell am I supposed to hold a pen and write down the numbers you’re barking at me like a broken bingo machine?”
“Can . . . can I help?” Patrick’s voice was close behind Carol. She jumped again, this time stabbing herself in the thumb with a pin.
“That would be great,” Mari said, thrusting the notebook and pen at him.
Patrick being involved in the process wasn’t something Carol had prepared for. She felt the atmosphere in the room shift around them. He was quiet. And Carol was quiet except for calling out the measurements. She wished she could say the same for Mari.
“Is this your first show, Patrick?” Mari asked.
“Uh, no,” Patrick said. “You . . . you said thirty-four, right?”
“Yeah,” Mari said. “Waist is thirty-four. So, we met your sister and your nephew already today. Do  . . . do you have any other family that likes theater?” Carol pinched the back of Mari’s leg, hoping she’d take the hint and shut up. But, of course, in true Mari fashion, she pretended that she didn’t get the hint and plowed on in her interrogation. “Ouch, Car. Careful. So, Patrick, how long have you and your family lived on the island?”
“Uh, I grew up here. Then I went away to college and lived in Seattle for a while . . .”
“You’re done now,” Carol said quickly, her last pin sliding through the fabric. She stood up and met Mari’s gaze, doing her best to tell Mari to stop.
“What?” she mouthed at Carol.
“Mooooom!” They all paused and looked at the dressing room next door as they listened to Fi pound down the stairs. She skidded to a stop in the doorway, panting. “Mom, Ann says you have to come right now. We’re almost to your first scene.”
Mari groaned and then glanced over at Carol. “Will you  . . . “
“I’ll be fine,” Carol said quickly. She’d rather figure out how to take all the notes herself than chance having Mari standing around interrogating Patrick.
“I can help her,” Patrick said. “Who do you still need to fit?”
Carol bent over the list, thankful for an excuse to hide the panic she could feel breaking out on her face. She said a quick prayer to Bill and Ted, the gods of nonchalance, to grace her with at least the appearance that Patrick standing close to her for an extended period of time didn’t have an effect on her. “Just two more. Bob Cratchit and  . . . “ she paused. “You.”
“I’ll go get Jerry,” Patrick said. “He’s playing Bob.”
“I’ll get him,” Mari said, picking up her coat and heading for the stairs. “It’ll save you a trip since I need to go up anyway.”
The five minutes of being alone with Patrick seemed to last an eternity. He studied the men’s costumes on a rack by the door while she labeled a piece of masking tape with Mari’s name and put it in the neck of the dress she’d just taken off.
“Is . . . is it ok if I help you?” Patrick asked, his voice soft.
She turned and blinked at him. “Uh, sure. Are you . . . sure you want to?”
He raised an eyebrow at her. “Well, now I’m starting to question whether I made a bad decision. Is there more to this job than writing down numbers that you shout out?”
Carol grinned. “Well and then modeling the outfit I have to alter after the other person takes it off, and training the cartoon birds to help me make the actual alterations, and  . . . “
“I get it,” Patrick muttered. “I should have read the fine print. I don’t suppose there’s a union that goes with this gig?”
Carol shook her head. “Nah, never managed to organize. You would not believe the demands cartoon birds have. Completely unrealistic. Sorry, Charlie.”
“Am I . . . interrupting?” Jerry’s soft voice called from the doorway.
“Not at all,” Carol said with a grin, waving him in. “Come on in.”
Jerry was shy and quiet. Carol could tell he was uneasy about being fit for his costume by the way he was sweating as soon as he stepped on the stool in front of them. Patrick seemed to notice too because he started an easy conversation with Jerry about a summer baseball league they both played in while Carol started measuring and pulling potential costumes. Jerry visibly relaxed and he ended up being the fastest actor they were able to fit.
“Looky there,” Carol said, grinning at the perfect representation of Bob Cratchit in front of her. “No alterations needed. You should get a prize or something.”
“Oh,” Jerry’s smile was genuine. “I’m so glad you won’t have to do more work because of me.”
Patrick chuckled. “I think you can change now and we’ll send you back up to your wife.” Patrick had his head down, writing on the notepad and he didn’t see the way Jerry’s face turned brick red before he turned and headed for the dressing room to change. “I know you two have a herd of children to corral. I’m sure she’ll be glad to have you back up there to pitch in.”
Carol had been refilling the pin cushion on her wrist, but she paused when she heard something familiar in Patrick’s voice. Something wistful. She turned to look at him, but he had his back to her now. He was standing in front of the men’s pants and Victorian shirts. He was still just wearing his undershirt and jeans and she was momentarily mesmerized by the flex of the muscles in his back as he moved the clothes on the rack.
“Th-Thank you,” Jerry called, poking his head back into the room.
“You’re welcome,” Carol called. Patrick didn’t say anything. Instead, he reached over his back and pulled his undershirt over his head. Carol felt her lady parts scream like the women meeting the Beatles at the airport. She turned away from him so fast she tripped over the low stool. Thankfully, she was able to recover her balance before she face-planted on the dusty concrete. In the doorway to the dressing room, she saw Jerry visibly gulp before he turned on his heel and disappeared, leaving her alone with Patrick.
“You’re not weirded out by this, are you?” Patrick asked. “I mean, you’ve been in shows too. I just figured you were used to seeing people change clothes.”
“Y-yeah,” Carol said. She cringed, hearing herself stutter. Get it together, she growled at herself. He’s just a good-looking man. You’re allowed to appreciate that. And that’s all you’re doing. Appreciating. Like a painting. You’re not thinking of casing the joint or running your fingers over its frame . . . Okay, this metaphor is breaking down. Just move things along and get him out of here. She took a deep breath and marched across the room to pick up the notepad and pen. She turned just in time to see Patrick drop his pants.
She forced her neck to bend and her eyes to stay on the paper in front of her rather than straying to the sight in front of her. She looked down the list of measurements she was going to have to take on Patrick, pausing when she got to the bottom. The last measurement was his inseam. Carol’s throat went dry, making it difficult for her to swallow.
“Can . . . can you help me with this?” Patrick muttered. She looked up to see him standing in front of the rack, pants on, but hanging open and low on his hips, waiting for him to tuck in the shirt which was still hanging open over his broad chest while he tried to work out the buttons which were tucked in pleats and gathers in the fabric. For a moment, she couldn’t move. He had hair on his chest. It was a mixture of silver and dark brown. It looked soft and short where it lay across his pecs, thinning as it formed a trail down to the band of his boxers. Focus Carol!
“Oh, sure.” She crossed to him and tried not to hesitate as she worked to button his shirt. “Yeah, I have no idea how men in Victorian England dressed themselves.” These tiny hidden buttons are period appropriate, but ridiculous on a costume. If the shirt had ever been used in a quick change, the actor would have just hulked out of it and ripped them off in a heartbeat.
“Wasn’t that what butlers were for?” Patrick muttered.
“Carrying not a button for the darkness,” Carol quoted with a grin. “You think Scrooge Cheaperson would have doled out for a butler?”
Patrick nodded. “Fair point.”
Without thinking, she reached up to fix his collar and she didn’t miss how soft his hair felt as her knuckles brushed against it at the back of his collar. She forced herself to step away as he started tucking the shirt in. She could feel the heat in her face and she turned her back on him to find her tape measure. Costuming professional. That’s me. Don’t get any ideas. He’s just a mannequin. A very well-built mannequin, I mean the things I’d like to do . . . 
“So, any other ideas?” Patrick asked as he stepped onto the stool.
“What?” Carol sputtered.
“About Scott and torpedoing his plan to sell the theater?” Patrick’s voice was low and she could feel it rumble in his chest as she took her first tentative measurement across his broad shoulders. The fabric of the shirt was so thin, it was hard to concentrate, but she was determined.
“Well,” she said, clearing her throat, “if Scott really is doing it for the money, it’s going to be hard to get him to change his mind. Does he . . . I mean, does he need money? Like does he have a sick kid or wife?” Carol wasn’t sure if it was her imagination or if the word actually hung in the air between them. Patrick frowned and for a heart-stopping moment, she was afraid he was going to call her on the thoughts that kept sneaking into her mind.
“No,” he finally said. She held her breath. “He doesn’t have any family. At least, not on the island. He’s from the east coast. His step-grandfather owned the theater from the seventies through the early 2000s. Then, when he died, it passed to Scott. He used to come out and spend the summers here with his grandpa. He’d act in a lot of the theater’s shows. I . . . we were even in a few of them together.”
She was trying to think, measure, and remember to say the numbers out loud so Patrick could write them down. No small feat when she was so close to a male specimen like Patrick Dorsett. She could smell what had to be his deodorant or aftershave and whatever it was; it smelled like cutting an apple in the dead of winter in a pine forest. It was fresh and . . . intoxicating. She bit down on her lip. She had to focus. Besides Carol, don’t be an idiot. You can’t fall apart over a man who’s in love with someone else.
“You’ve already done that,” he said.
“What?” 
“Bicep measurement. You already did that one. Though, I don’t know why you’d need it with these big puffy shirts.”
“Right,” she muttered quickly. “It’s for your topcoat to make sure the sleeves aren’t too tight.” She was now out of innocent-ish things to measure. She took a breath and held the top of the tape measure to the top of his pants on the side of one leg. She had to distract herself. What had they been talking about? “So, if Scott has some kind of personal link to the theater, maybe we can use that. You know, play to his sentimental side? Somehow remind him of the past and all the things that came with it. Hopefully remind him of growing up here, loving theater, at least at some point. Try to show him that giving others that same experience is more important than money.” She measured his hips, being careful to pull the tape measure around to one side so she could limit how close her fingers were to his . . . He shifted his weight on the stool and she cleared her throat. “Hips, thirty-two.”
“Yeah,” he said softly after he’d written down the number. Was she imagining things, or did he sound a little . . . out of breath? She looked up at him from where she was now crouched, measuring around one ankle. His gaze was dark as he watched her. “It’s hard to forget the past. Even when there’s something you really want, right in front of you.”
“The money,” Carol said, nodding as she moved on to take his last measurement. “Yeah. Just between you and me, getting Scott to care about anything beyond the money he wants to make is going to be the hardest part.”
“Last one,” Patrick said.
The one she’d been both dreading and . . . no, just dreading. She knelt in front of him and skimmed the inside of his thigh as she raised one end of the tape measure. She took a deep breath and she didn’t miss the way he stilled as she touched his pant leg. As gently as she could, she felt around for the inseam of his crotch. She kept her eyes on the other end of the tape measure. This was just something a costumer had to do. She didn’t want to bring his pants up too much in the crotch and make them . . . uncomfortable for him. And dear god, is that . . . what I think it is? If it was, she needed to drop the tape measure lower so there would be enough room for him. She heard him suck in a sharp breath as she accidentally skimmed across his bulge. 
“I’m so sorry,” she mumbled quickly, “Twenty-nine.”
“It’s  . . . “ he swallowed hard. “It’s fine. I’m fine. Ok, so twenty-nine.”
She stayed where she was, head bowed as she carefully rolled up the tape measure and stuck a pin through it to keep it in a tightly wound ball. Like your sex drive should be at the moment, she scolded herself. So put the pin back in instead of exploding all over him. She gave a short huff of annoyance. Ok, brain. I’m either a tape measure with a pin to keep me from unraveling or I’m a grenade with a replaceable pin to keep from exploding. Which one is it?
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Patrick


Jesus. He was on fire. He’d been doing ok today. Yeah, seeing her when he was already sleep-deprived and on top of a sixteen-foot ladder fixing a dirty light hadn’t been ideal. She’d smiled and for a moment, he’d forgotten where he was and almost walked off the ladder to talk to her. And then she’d been out of sight, out of mind, and he’d been trying to figure out a reason to go down and see her.  Because of their plan to stop Scott. That was all. That was the only reason he wanted to see her. And now here he was, trying to stand still while her hands slid over him. The fabric of the shirt and pants he was wearing were so thin, he could close his eyes, (and he had while she’d been behind him and couldn’t see) and for a moment, he was being touched again, by a woman who didn’t loathe him. Knock it off. Remember what you promised.
But then his mouth decided to go rogue and just vomit what he was thinking before clearing it with the rest of him.  “It’s hard to forget the past. Even when there’s something you really want, right in front of you.” When his mouth had mercifully stopped moving, all he could do was stare at her, horrified with himself. The guilt started crashing over him in waves. What have you done? You can’t say something like that to another woman.
But, thankfully, she’d thought he was still talking about Scott. He’d started to breathe again. And he was doing better. At least until she was kneeling in front of him, her soft, warm hand and delicate fingers brushing against the inside of his thigh. He’d held his breath, trying to will everything below his belt to ignore the sensation, wanting her to keep going, but knowing he should be wanting her to stop. Like bad heartburn, the guilt was raging in his gut, trying to climb his throat. But with her hands innocently measuring him, it felt duller at the moment as his senses lit up with her touch. God. She’s touching me. He’d gone five years with no hand near there except for his own. And as quickly as it had happened, it was over. He felt disoriented. His cock still hummed with the lightest brush of her fingertips. 
“So,” she said, starting to get to her feet. Without thinking, his hand reached out to help pull her up. She’d paused and for the longest second, he was afraid she’d pull away and stumble out of the costume shop, staring at him like he had three heads. She doesn’t know you. Offering her your hand is weird for strangers. But instead of running away, she just gave him a soft smile and said, “Thanks.” 
He nodded and she took the notepad and pen he quickly held out to her. She set it on the sewing table along with the tape measure and hopped up to sit at the edge. They were tall tables, meant to be comfortable for someone to stand at while cutting and working on fabric. The way she was sitting on the edge, with her leggings hugging her curves, it was hard to beat back the fantasy that came over him, of her sitting on that table, while he drove into her. Of her clinging to him, wrapping her legs . . . He turned his back on her and quickly moved over to the clothing rack. His pants were entirely too thin . . . What was with his hormones? He was forty. He wasn’t supposed to be feeling this crap anymore. Something was wrong with him. Maybe he was coming down with something.
He heard her clear her throat behind him and he turned to see her standing with her back to him, moving costumes around on another rack. “So, if Scott has a history here, I guess we could try to remind him of that history. He was in shows when he was younger. So . . . what if we invited other people from those shows to come to opening night? Maybe have a little get-together here at the theater after the performance? And there’s so much magic in a theater on opening night. It’s infectious. Maybe it’ll be enough to change Scott’s mind?”
He’d managed to keep his mind on what she was saying as he dressed. Before he knew it, he was fully clothed again, his body had calmed down, at least for the most part, and he was starting to really consider the idea. “You know,” he said, waiting until she turned to look at him. “That might work.”
“Really?”
He nodded. “One thing everyone around here knows about Scott is that he hates to be embarrassed. Maybe if someone he looks up to, like someone who was an adult in a show with him while he was younger, asks him about what he’s doing with the theater, it might be enough to shame him into reconsidering. Especially if the person he respects reminds him of how much the theater helped him grow up.” Patrick paused, staring at the far wall of the costume shop where he could see the chalk outline of initials in a heart that he’d drawn so many years before. The burning in the pit of his stomach almost took his breath away.
“Patrick, I  . . . ” He turned in time to see Carol cross the room to stand next to him.
She was too close. If he didn’t move, or if she didn’t move away . . . There was a clean citrus scent that hung around her. Like sheets fresh out of the dryer and lemonade on the back porch. And god help him, he wanted to taste her. His feet were moving, but thankfully his sense of self-preservation was winning for once, and they were moving him away from her. He was in the dressing room, heading for the stairs before he realized what he was doing. The familiar scowl was back on his face. Balance was returning. The pain in his gut was steady again. He was climbing the stairs, but his feet felt heavy. What had she been about to say? What would he have said in response? What would he have done in response? He felt himself getting hard again. He knew what he would have liked to do.
“Places!” he heard Ann call. “Top of show. Let’s run through this traffic accident.”
“Wow, already in character,” Jerry said, smiling as he passed Patrick in the wing, moving to pick up his props. 
“What?” Patrick growled.
Jerry paused and he saw the color drain from the man’s face. “Oh, I . . . nothing. You just . . . you’ve already got your Scrooge face on. That’s . . . that’s commitment.” 
Commitment.
The word taunted him throughout the rehearsal. He looked out at the empty seats in the auditorium, half dreading, half hoping to see Carol sitting there. But he didn’t see her the rest of the night. Marigold and Fionna stayed through the end of rehearsal, even when their scenes were over. The now-full cast made it all the way through practicing the bows. The fake smile he had to wear as the redeemed Scrooge was making his face hurt. He tried to keep an eye on Marigold and Fionna when they were leaving, but he didn’t see Carol walking with them. Where was she? He followed the rest of the cast outside and craned his neck around, looking for her. His senses returned with the cold wind and he managed to stop himself before he wandered off to look for her. What was he doing? He’d run from her in the basement. Now he was planning to confront her? Why? To ask her why she’d left before the rehearsal? Even in his head, the question sounded ridiculous.
“Ready?” Nikki’s voice behind him made him turn. Alex was holding onto her arm, leaning his head against her, eyes heavy. “I think our Tiny Tim is tuckered out.”
“Goodnight,” the soft voice behind Nikki made them all turn. It was Jerry. He was pink in the ears again as he said it. But Nikki smiled at him. 
“Goodnight, Jerry. See you tomorrow.” 
He nodded at her and Alex and then swallowed hard before nodding at Patrick and quickly walking across the square toward home. 
“Did you . . . threaten him in real life or something,” Nikki asked, staring after him. She turned to glare at Patrick. “Or was your acting just that good? I mean, you did manage to make Ashley cry again, so I’m willing to believe it was just really good acting.”
Patrick shrugged. They started the walk home, but Alex started stumbling in his exhaustion and Patrick wordlessly lifted him up so Alex could sleep against his chest with his head on Patrick’s shoulder. 
Nikki chuckled softly. “He’s almost too big for that now.”
Patrick looked at her. “Too big for what?”
“To have you carry him like that.” She paused. “Don’t you remember? When he was born, you carried him around, just like that, all the time. There was a week when you were home visiting that you didn’t even let him sleep in a crib. You just kept him on your shoulder and your chest like that, while you slept in Mom’s old recliner in the living room.”
Patrick scowled. “It was your first term of college. And it was online. You were trying to take your finals and I wanted you to get some sleep. I figured if I got up with him at night, you wouldn’t have to.”
Nikki sighed. “You’ve always been the best big brother.”
He snorted. “Let the record show that you called me both a Scrooge and the best big brother on the same day.” 
Ten minutes later, he tucked Alex in at Nikki’s house, said goodbye, and headed home. He didn’t let himself pause when he got to his porch to look across at the Forrester house. He could see a dim light on at the back of the house and Harpo wasn’t in the yard so he assumed they were all home safe. Good. Now you can move on and forget what happened this weekend. Tomorrow is Monday. You have work and rehearsal and things will be back to normal again.
He forced himself into a cold shower and then out of it. He took the bottle of prescription sleeping pills from his medicine cabinet and thought about taking one. They’d expired, having been prescribed to him five years earlier, after . . . He put the bottle back on the shelf and paused, looking down at the silver ring he still wore. Fresh guilt, picked right from the tree of his many sins, flowed over him. 
“I’m sorry,” he murmured to the empty bathroom and the empty bedroom beyond, but it was only met by cold silence. She was still there, letting him answer his own questions and letting her silence punish him for his screw-ups. 
He laid in bed, staring at her empty pillow and then the ceiling, trying first to deny, then justify, and finally apologize and promise to never let anything like what almost happened . . . no what could have happened, happen again. He felt restless. Mentally, he’d rebuilt his emotional wall, taken his punishment, and promised never to do it again, but he couldn’t seem to control the images that slipped through his mind like smoke under a door when his eyes were closed. 
Carol’s soft brown eyes, looking up at him, her hair pulled back in a messy bun. The hopeful look in her eyes, talking about their plans to stop Scott. Her laugh, that soul-melting warm smile she gave him, even when he knew he wasn’t smiling at her. It was like she was impervious. Like he was a supervillain with a freeze ray that worked on everyone except her. Like she was his nemesis. He stretched an arm to rest behind his head. Yeah. Maybe that was it. She was his nemesis. She was predisposed to find his weaknesses. He scowled at the ceiling. If Carol Springfield had never come to Hope Island, he’d be asleep right now. His skin wouldn’t be on fire remembering the warmth and sensation of her hands through thin fabric. He felt himself stir and he let out a growl of frustration. He kicked off his blankets and sat up, relishing the cold slate tile under his bare feet. He glanced at the clock on his nightstand. It was almost five. The town would be silent, sawing its last few logs of the night before being slapped awake by the sun. The jogging path would of course be clogged by the marathon-training hopefuls and Burt Summers’ class full of sweatsuit-wearing Richard Simmons’ fans, but the town square would probably be empty. In two minutes, he was wearing his running gear and heading for the front door. He hadn’t stopped to let himself think this time. He was just doing. His body was moving and his brain was along for the ride. For a moment, he felt that maybe he’d built his emotional wall too well because his body felt detached from his mind and the burn of guilt wasn’t there. Probably too early. He wasn’t awake enough to fully think through what he was doing and why. He stretched on his porch, letting the cold wind wake him more fully than a cup of coffee ever would. He jogged down his front walkway, turned, and headed down the street, again resisting the urge to look over at the Forrester house. He wasn’t even going to check to see if the light was on or if Carol was sitting in front of a window, peering out at him, waiting for him to . . . To what? To come over so she could say whatever it was she had been about to say in the costume shop. Patrick . . . I . . . She what? What had she been about to say? A little itch in the back of his mind tried to list off possibilities and his mind ran the full gambit of emotions from annoyance to curiosity to . . . longing. He tripped on a stray rock on the old cobblestone pavement but recovered before he went down. A little jab from the universe, reminding him that it didn’t matter. It wasn’t for him to know or find out . . . ever. Keep your head down. Work, rehearse, and take care of Nikki and Alex. Get through the holidays. Keep putting one foot in front of the other, but never forget your girl. 
He ran laps around the empty square, weaving up and down side streets. His muscles were screaming and he was breathing hard as sweat pricked at his temples and neck. And he felt good. He probably wouldn’t see her today. And if he did, he’d just be stronger than he was the day before. His nemesis had found the chink in his armor. He’d prepared himself for mental and emotional assaults, but he’d forgotten the physical aspect. He could shore up his defenses on that front. And he’d been measured. There was no need for her to touch him now. And he wouldn’t offer her his hand to help her to her feet again. He could weather any attack Carol Springfield sent his way. 
He turned down his street, pulling the tail of his sleeveless t-shirt up to wipe the sweat out of his eyes. He started to slow down as exhaustion overtook him. Finally, his mind was clear. At the moment, all he could think about were his screaming muscles, the flood of endorphins running through him, and a shower. Focusing on physical sensation not caused by mental pain. That was how he could find his control. The sound of fast, lighter footfalls behind him, made him turn. He let out an involuntary groan when he recognized the features of the woman jogging toward him.
That face, that body, and that voice were the trigger for why he wasn’t at that very moment sleeping soundly, or as soundly as he did these days. And she was gaining on him. He saw surprise cross her face, but then she looked away from him, focusing on the path ahead of her. He felt his scowl slide into place. She’d looked at him as she went by him like he was a mildly surprising road sign on her path. As if she wasn’t affected in the least. And it was pissing him off. Whoever was in charge of the universe was an asshole. How she could have the same interactions with him as he had with her and be unaffected when she had just waltzed in and . . . His feet were moving. He was picking up speed, gaining on her now. He was going to pass her. Leave her in his dust. He was going to show her how little she affected him. In a few moments, he drew even with her. She turned to look at him and he almost smiled at the scowl she was now throwing his way. It was so similar to the one he saw in the mirror every day that it almost felt like a homage. She picked up her speed, and for a moment, he forgot what he was doing as his gaze rolled over her soft curves and . . . my god . . . those celebrities had nothing on that delicious ass that was bouncing and rolling in her tight running pants. Focus, his brain screamed at him. You can beat her.
He poured all the remaining fuel he had on his fire and caught up to her again. They sprinted neck and neck as they flew across the cobblestones. They were coming up on his house and the Forresters’. She was slowing down. For a moment he felt the cold satisfaction of victory in beating her. She fell behind and he blew past his house, winning in his mind. Then he stumbled to a stop and turned in time to see Carol pausing, one hand on the Forrester’s gate. Was she . . . was she smiling at him? 
He saw her give her head a small shake and then turn and head through the gate to the front door. He ground his teeth as he trudged back to his front walkway, head down. What was he, four years old? He swiped at his face with the tail of his shirt again. What had he hoped to accomplish by outrunning her anyway? It was just . . . she was so damn smug. He was on fire and she  . . . 
“So, how long has that been going on?” 
He jerked his head up in time to see Nikki sitting on his porch swing, bundled in the thick plaid afghan from his couch. She had her hands wrapped around one of his square black coffee mugs and she was grinning at him, eyebrows raised as she nodded at the house across the street.
“What?” he grunted, dragging his feet up the stairs. Maybe if he didn’t give her anything to bait her hook with, she wouldn’t be able to reel him in and annoy any kind of a confession out of him. 
“The cute little competition flirting you and Carol are doing,” Nikki asked with a yawn. “If I knew I was missing a show like this, I’d have gotten over here earlier so I wouldn’t have missed the beginning.
“There’s nothing going on,” he growled. “We just both happened to be out for a run at the same time.” Nikki didn’t look like she believed him. She opened her mouth, probably to press him further. Distract, he thought to himself. “Why are you over here so early? Don’t you have coffee at your house?”
She nodded. “Yes. But yours is better. And I have a favor I need to ask you for.”
He groaned. “Should I just say ‘no’ now and get it over with?”
She sighed and turned her big, blue, puppy eyes on him. He felt his scowl increase a few degrees as he crossed his arms. Thankfully,  his heart rate was starting to approach normal. “So, you know Terry Simmons? The volunteer set builder for the Spark?”
“Yes  . . . ” He felt his eyes narrow as he studied her face, trying to figure out where she was going with this.
“Well, he’s going to the mainland for the holidays now and he was supposed to be the Spark’s tree in the Parade of Trees.” She’d picked up speed with her explanation, the way she always had when they’d been kids and she was trying to quickly tell him something that would make him mad before she ran away. She was still sitting on the swing, but she’d moved so her feet were on the ground and she looked like any moment she might rocket out of the swing, throw her remaining coffee at him as a distraction and bolt down the porch steps. 
“No,” he said. 
“Please, Paddy? There’s no one else. Terry was such a big guy. We need a big guy to wear the costume.”
“No,” he repeated.
He expected her to argue with him, or do the ‘get up and fling the coffee and run’ thing. What he hadn’t expected was for her to start crying. She bowed her head and her shoulders started shaking, her long dark hair falling in a sheet, covering her face. Patrick felt his righteous indignation starting to deflate around him like a bad air mattress. He’d made his little sister cry. Well done, Patrick. With a soft sigh, he nudged her over so he could sit beside her on the swing. He wordlessly put an arm around her shoulders and pulled her against him. 
“I’m scared, Paddy. I don’t want to lose The Spark. And this parade is goofy, but if The Spark isn’t represented . . . it’s like we’re admitting to the town that we’re . . . I don’t know . . . giving up. And Alex, he’s . . . he’s made friends there. And he’s talking and laughing. Actually laughing with other kids. And playing. And getting into trouble. You know Ann had to scold him and the other kids for screwing around and running through the seats in the theater yesterday? And even after that, the other kids were still stuck to him like Velcro. It was  . . . ” she let out a strangled sob. “It was amazing. I never thought he would be . . . so comfortable around other kids. So at home with himself. And I heard what they were talking about. He was talking about dinosaurs with them. And the other kids were hanging on every word. Asking him questions, wanting to play Jurassic Park. All of it.”
“I know,” Patrick said quietly. He’d seen the kids all playing together, whispering backstage, and waving goodbye with plans for the next night of rehearsals. It had given him a momentary reprieve from some of the guilt that racked him. Maybe he hadn’t completely screwed up as a father figure. Though Alex’s outgoing nature finally taking effect had to be completely Nikki’s doing. “Alex wasn’t the only one I saw making friends yesterday. I noticed you and Marigold Forrester  . . . ” 
Nikki chuckled. “Yeah, Mari is pretty awesome. We have a lot in common. And her friend, Carol is  . . . ” Nikki raised her eyes to bore into Patrick’s. “Well, she reminds me a lot of you, actually.” She smiled. “Kind of makes me happy that Mari has someone like you, close to her. Someone who looks out for her and Fi, and I can tell, would do anything for them. ” She swiped at her nose and with a sigh, rested her head against his shoulder. 
He knew he was going to lose the battle. He hated the ridiculous Parade of Trees where townsfolk dressed as elaborately decorated Christmas trees and waddled down the street waving and smiling at everyone in town as they took pictures and commentated on the bizarre spectacle. But Nikki was wearing him down. As much as he hated the idea of making an idiot out of himself, he couldn’t tell his crying baby sister ‘no’.
“Fine, I’ll do it,” he muttered. She threw her arms around him and squeezed. 
“Thank you, thank you, thank you!” she squealed into his shoulder. 
Across the street, he had a clear view into the Forrester’s picture window. Carol walked into the room and started to stretch with her back to the street. She bent over and he had to stifle a groan.
“No offense bro,” Nikki muttered, sitting up straight, “But you need a shower. You kind of smell like a gym bag.”
He nodded, dropping his gaze as Carol stretched her arms over her head. He needed a shower for several reasons now.
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Carol


Carol felt like she needed a cigarette. They’d both been sweating, breathing hard, chasing their own finish lines . . . muscles pumping. It had been over a year since she’d gone for a run outside instead of on the treadmill in the corner of her apartment. She’d forgotten what running in the quiet pre-dawn without the whir of a motor sounded like. She’d forgotten how fresh air felt on parts of her normally covered by a coat. And she had to admit, the evergreen and sea salt-scented Hope Island air was kind of . . . addictive. Add to that the smell of fresh baking and coffee smells wafting from Miss Mandie’s as she rounded the square, and Carol was trying to remember the term for when a human wanted to enter into a serious relationship with a building or a town. 
Of course, then her blissful morning flirt with the town square had been interrupted by Patrick Dorsett. Her very own Scrooge. Scrooge-Patrick. Scroogerick. There was never a character so well cast. She’d been dreading the next time she’d inevitably cross paths with the man. The island was only five miles across, and in a joke the universe was still self-laughing at, Mari and Fi’s house just happened to be the one right across the street from the jerk. She’d be lying if she said she wasn’t . . . something . . . after he practically ran out of the costume shop. 
Even the memory stung. She leaned her forehead against Mari’s cold fridge door and was infinitely thankful that Mari and Fi were still in bed asleep and hadn’t come in to question her about why she’d left the theater so quickly the night before. She’d been . . . embarrassed, possibly even acting outside of her sanity. It had almost been like an out-of-body experience, feeling her fingers slide over the contours of his calves, thighs . . .  she shivered. And after the day before when they’d talked and actually (at least she thought) had a good time, she’d . . . but she’d been wrong. Still, this weekend, just for a glimmer of a moment, Carol had felt like a part of her that had been asleep, that she’d assumed dead, had shifted, cracked an eye open, and muttered that she was only mostly dead. A small voice in her head told her that she should be grateful. If it hadn’t been for Patrick Dorsett’s smile, his gruff voice, and the way . . . he’d reacted when she’d brushed against him while measuring him . . . she shivered. God, it had been so long since she’d heard a man’s heavy breathing and quiet groan when she’d touched him. It had been like pouring gasoline onto the candle she’d been trying to smother since she’d seen Patrick that first day on the ferry. It didn’t make any sense. Why was she drawn to him? The man had scowled at her. But then, she’d seen him smile. She’d seen him with Alex and his sister and she’d recognized the old pain in his eyes. Regret. Over what, she didn’t know. But whatever it was, it wasn’t any of her business. Just like Patrick Dorsett wasn’t any of her business. He was married.
She just needed to burn off her extra energy. Just tucker herself out with Fi, her troop, Mari, and the favors she’d agreed to do. She needed to refocus her energy on what she could do for her family and not give another thought to that salt-and-pepper bearded dead end. 
To work off her extra energy, after seven hours of restless sleep, she’d decided to go for a run and become a punchline for the universe when she crossed paths with said dead-end. She had no idea what had possessed her to race him. There was just something about him that brought out her defiant streak. She just . . . he was just such a grump she wanted to prove to him that he didn’t scare her. So, they’d raced. She’d been annoyed by him until he’d blown by his house just to try to beat her. She couldn’t help it, it had made her smile. Other things about his heavy breathing, heaving chest, sweat-soaked shirt sticking to the outlines of his pecs, the way his running shorts rode up on his chiseled thighs, hugged his ass . . . and she’d almost ran into a lamp post when he’d raised his shirt to wipe the sweat out of his eyes.
She’d taken her water bottle into the living room and started stretching, trying to expel the remnants of her pent-up energy. She’d still never seen Patrick’s wife at their house across the street. Maybe . . . god, what if she was homebound? Carol felt like a turd in the hot sun. She was a horrible person for lusting after a married man, but if his wife . . . now she felt like garbage. She shook her head where she stood, bent over, grabbing her ankles, feeling the blood rush to her head. No more. No more Patrick Dorsett. He was just a conspirator in stopping Scott from selling the theater which meant so much to Mari, Fi, Nikki, and Alex. And that was it. She straightened up and glanced out the window. For a moment, her heart stuttered in her chest. Patrick was sitting on the front porch, his arm around a woman. Was . . . was that his wife? She moved to stand at the side of the big picture window so they wouldn’t spot her staring. No, it was just Nikki sitting on the porch with him. 
“Oh! Something juicy going on?” 
Mari’s voice behind her made Carol jump and bash her head on the curtain rod. “Geez. Wear a bell or something,” she muttered.
Mari chuckled. “Careful, you’re starting to sound like our dear Scrooge over there.” Mari pushed Carol aside and practically pressed her nose against the window to peer across the street. 
“Subtlety, thy name is Mari,” Carol muttered rolling her eyes.
“Damn, it’s just Nikki. I was hoping to catch a glimpse of the fabled Mrs. Dorsett,” Mari said with a sigh.
Carol saw the opening and decided to take it, trying to sound as nonchalant as possible. “So, you’ve never seen her?”
Mari shook her head, still staring out the window. “No. Or at least, like you said, if I have, I didn’t know it was her. I tried to ask about her at work after Patrick came through my teller station. No one had much to say about his wife. Instead, everyone just wanted to talk about what a grump Patrick was.”
Well, that was zero help, Carol thought bitterly. It doesn’t matter, she reminded herself. He’s a dead end. Time to detour. Verita’s words from their coffee shop meet-cute in Seattle came back to her. Had the woman been talking about something like this?
Mari turned to look back at her, eyes wide and hopeful, just like they’d been when they were growing up. She was always on standby to follow Carol into whatever crazy, hair-brained scheme she’d dreamed up to get revenge on someone giving them hell, prank a fellow friend, or to try a new experience that either of them would be too scared to do without the other. Now was the time. She needed to tell Mari what she and Patrick had cooked up. The more people she brought into putting their plan in motion, the more chance they’d have of success. And, the less it would seem like something . . . intimate between the two of them.
“We have an idea on how we could maybe dissuade Scott from selling the theater,” Carol said.
Mari’s eyes widened. “Really? Who’s we?”
“Me and . . . Patrick,” Carol said, picking up speed to keep her from saying something sassy until she’d had a chance to explain. “We were talking after the gift-wrapping competition and while we were doing measurements for his costume yesterday. The theater means a lot to him and Nikki and Alex, and I’m sure a lot of other people here in town. And it means so much to you and Fi, I just  . . . ” Mari threw her arms around Carol and squeezed her to the point of suffocation.
“Air,” Carol croaked. She wasn’t sure that Mari heard her over the squeal that was erupting out of her.
“Really? Really, Car!” There was an indignant woof from the hallway that led to Mari and Fi’s rooms and a second later Fi and Harpo were in the room, getting in on the hugging action. Fi was behind Carol on the bed, squeezing Carol’s ribs as hard as she could and Harpo was bouncing around them, tongue out and licking every scrap of exposed skin he could reach. 
“We could always try this tactic with Scott,” Carol wheezed, feeling like a tube of toothpaste caught between the Forrester girls. “Just boa constrictor squeeze him until he promises to leave the theater alone.”
Mari finally let go and took a step back from her. “That wasn’t your plan, right?” Carol just blinked at her. “Because I’m pretty sure that’s assault.”
Carol sighed. “No, that wasn’t my plan. Come on. I’ll make some pancakes and tell you what we came up with.”
Mari winked at her. “I bought you buttermilk, just in case a pancaking occurred.”
“Safety first,” Carol chuckled, following her into the kitchen.
Twenty minutes later, they were tucking into Carol’s famous buttermilk pancakes which she hadn’t made in years. Mari listened while Carol told her the plan she and Patrick had come up with while Fi snuck bites of pancake to Harpo and sprinkled Fruity Pebbles over her own. When Carol was finished explaining, Mari cocked her head to one side, thinking.
“So, we take him back to the past, to show him . . . to remind him what the theater meant to him when he was growing up and needed it, so he won’t take it away from the ones who need it now, right?” she asked, glancing at Fi. 
“Right,” Carol said. “And Patrick thinks it might work. He said Scott hates to be embarrassed. And to be embarrassed by someone he looked up to when they find out what he’s planning on doing with the theater?”
Mari shrugged. “Well, we better get to work then. Opening night is this Friday.” That realization was enough to get Carol moving too.
Besides the plan they needed to put into action, she had a pile of costumes that needed alterations. She’d brought them home to work on and Mari had hauled out her old sewing machine and set up space for her at their kitchen table.
“I know just where to start on operation ‘Scott Shaming’,” Mari said with a grin. She hadn’t been kidding about how many people in town she’d gotten to know through her job at the bank. It was barely seven, but apparently in Hope people answered their phones at all hours. She started with Miss Mandie who gave her a list of people to call and while Mari called, Carol sewed. The pile of finished costumes on the end of the table grew as Mari crossed names off her list. When Mari took a break to pour herself a cup of coffee, her phone rang.
“Guess what this week is?” Fi asked Carol as she bounced into the living room, Harpo at her heels. 
“Opening weekend for the play,” Carol said. “You ready for it?”
“Oh yeah,” Fi said, dismissively. “No, I meant Thursday night, before then.” 
“What’s on Thursday,” Carol muttered around the pins she was holding in her mouth as she turned Nikki’s dress inside out to take in the hem. 
“The Parade of Trees!” Fi squealed. Mari stuck her finger in her ear.
“What was that? Sorry, Fi-splosion. Hang on.” Mari walked into Carol’s room to talk.
“What’s the Parade of Trees?” Carol asked.
“It’s a parade where a bunch of people dress up as Christmas trees and walk in this big parade.”
Carol snorted. “I must have missed that chapter in Dante’s Inferno. I wonder if that’s the unmentioned tenth ring of hell.”
“Aww c’mon, Auntie Car-Car! We have to go watch. It’ll be fun.”
“Oh, we will definitely be watching. And we’ll be in the front row,” she said with a grin.
“Yeay!” 
“Ok,” Mari said, her voice sounding shell-shocked as she walked back into the room. “I’ll-I’ll ask her.” 
Carol didn’t look up when Mari paused next to her. “Uh oh,” she said, “what do you have to ask Fi?” She was quiet for a moment and Carol paused to look up at her. Mari was wearing an expression like she was sitting on a fence trying to decide which side to land on; laughter or mortification. 
“What is it?” Carol asked, immediately feeling herself go on alert. 
“That . . . that was Darcy,” Mari said. 
“The O.G. woman-Girl Scout herself,” Carol muttered, going back to the stitches she was ripping out. “I can only imagine what’s made the Mt. Everest trek up her colon this morning.”
“She . . . she fell and broke her leg,” Mari said. 
“That’s too bad. All those activities she had planned for your troop,” she said to Fi.
“Will still be happening, apparently,” Mari said, her voice one notch above mumbling now.
Carol blinked up at her. “Really? Who’s the unfortunate patsy who’s going to be making that happen?”
“Uh, you,” Mari said, her voice now barely above a whisper.
“Come again for Car-Car?” Carol asked, feeling the scowl starting to form on her face. 
Mari sighed. “The Parade of Trees is this Thursday night. And the Girl Scouts have been represented in it every year since the parade started in the 1960s. And she says, and I quote, ‘That a break in that streak shall not be tolerated.’”
Carol shrugged. “So, have her ask one of the other moms to do it.”
“She already did. You probably noticed, but Darcy is a tall, broader-shouldered gal. And there were only three options that could wear the tree, besides her. The first two aren’t available this Thursday.”
“I’m not available either,” Carol said quickly. “I’m planning on having small children stab me with forks before taking a bath in rubbing alcohol.”
Mari nodded slowly, resigned. “I’ll tell her you don’t want to do it.” She glanced at Fi who was sitting on the ground beside Harpo, petting his head and watching them. Carol could practically read the thoughts moving through the Forrester women’s dark curly heads. When Darcy was well again she’d make all of their lives hell, never letting them forget that Carol, Mari, and Fi by extension, were the reason the Hope Island Girl Scout Troops’ streak had been broken. Mari would be judged, Fi would be ostracized.
Or Carol could girl-up, put on a stupid costume, walk and wave to a bunch of people she’d probably never see again, and make sure that Mari and Fi would be remembered for saving the Parade for the Scouts after their fearless leader broke her leg. 
Carol sighed. “Fine. I’ll do it.”
“Really?!” Mari and Fi squealed. Seriously, Carol was going to need hearing aids before she was forty at this rate. 

[image: image-placeholder]The week blew by too fast for Carol. She was altering costumes and spending her evenings at home, avoiding any path-crossing with Scroogerick, and fielding phone calls from folks calling Mari back to confirm they were coming to opening night. She’d perfected her framing of the facts; that Scott was considering changes at the theater. When they asked her for more details, she’d tell them she only knew what she heard, which was that he was planning on selling the theater and having it torn down. That was enough to get most of them to swear that they’d be there and ask Scott about it when they arrived. 
Mari came home from work on Wednesday night, lugging what looked like a body bag.
“Christmas came early?” Carol asked from her spot on the floor opposite Fi playing Monopoly at the living room coffee table. Without saying a word, Mari dragged the body bag over to Carol and dropped it half in her lap. “A dead body? Really? You shouldn’t have.” In a lower voice so Fi wouldn’t hear her over the scolding she was giving Harpo for sitting on her paper money, she added. “Is it Darcy?”
“In a way,” Mari said with a shrug. “It’s your costume for tomorrow.” 
“Ohhhh! I wanna see!” Fi said, pouncing on the bag. 
Carol wished she hadn’t seen it. As she stared at the tree, its tapered branches made out of what looked like fifty years of different style Girl Scout uniforms, she thought she would have felt better about it if she’d never looked at it. And if she’d followed the never looking at it with getting dressed in the dark, avoiding mirrors, and re-bagging the polyester horror without ever fully seeing it. The “ornaments” at the ends of the branches were badges, and the old Girl Scout sashes were wrapped around the tree like tinsel. 
“Oh,” Fi said.
“My  . . . ” Mari added.
“God,” Carol breathed. 
They were quiet, staring down at the hideous costume until Harpo came over, sniffed it where it lay on the carpet, and tipped over to roll on it, all four paws in the air. 
“That about sums it up,” Carol muttered. “Feel free to do the ‘worms booty-scoot’ while you’re at it, Harpo,” she whispered to the dog.

[image: image-placeholder]“Oh, quit being such a drama queen,” Mari said with a sigh as she led the way to Bumble’s Market where the “trees” were meeting to get changed before the parade.
“Fine,” Carol grumbled, lugging the Scout tree body bag. “But just so you know, I’m going to keep whining inside my head. And I expect extra shares of dessert at Christmas dinner for doing this.”
“Deal,” Mari said. She was still dressed from work, having had only moments to run home and meet them before the parade. “And after it’s over, you can go home and Fi and I will go to rehearsal. And you can polish off the peppermint ice cream in the fridge and watch anything you want on TV. How does that sound?”
Carol cut her eyes to Mari. “Like you’re patronizing me.”
“Good,” Mari said. “Then it’s working.”
They came to a stop in the middle of another two dozen resigned and in some cases, a little tipsy “trees”. Fi and Mari helped unpack the Scout tree and force it like a straightjacket over Carol, turning it so she could see out of the face hole. But like many of the other trees around her, her arms were firmly pinned to her side and her stride length was approximately six inches.
“I think I just saw a preview of my own death,” Carol said, her voice deadpan.
“Oh yeah?” Mari grunted as she tugged on the costume, trying to get it settled over Carol’s hips.
“Yeah, I’m going to trip, be unable to put my arms out to stop myself, bash my face on the cobblestones, roll down the street on my side, picking up speed, until I get to the cliff and launch off the edge into the ocean,” Carol said.
“Well, then you’re going to have a very eventful parade. Stop squirming!”
Carol was about to argue with her, but she paused when she heard a familiar low rumble of a voice a few feet away.
“Stop fussing with it, Niks. It’s bad enough I have to wear this goofy thing. The more you pull on it, the tighter it gets around my legs. Any more and I won’t be able to walk.” It was Patrick. The tree he was wearing was obviously meant to represent The Spark Theater. Huge plastic drama masks hung from either of Patrick’s outstretched arms, poking through red velvet tree limbs, all wrapped in gold ropes to make it look like the grand curtain on the stage. At least his arms are functional, she thought bitterly. 
“Alright, trees,” a woman at the front of the group yelled. “Line up . . . as best you can.”
“Ok, have fun!” Mari called to Carol, grabbing Fi’s hand and hurrying with her toward the crowd of parade watchers standing on either side of the route ahead. She saw Nikki and Alex waving them over to join them.
“You get the feeling we’ve been duped?” She turned to see Patrick looking at her only a few feet away.
Carol felt an involuntary smile trying to spread across her lips and she did her best to squash it with a scowl. Patrick had run away from her the last time they talked. But then there had been the jogging incident . . . well, if he’s willing to move past whatever weirdness had happened between them, she guessed she could too. Besides, she had updates for him on the Scott plotting front. 
“We’ve definitely been duped,” Carol said. “They were all way too excited about us wearing these ridiculous costumes.”
“Well, we are pretty good at plotting. The parade course is about a mile and a half and we can’t walk very fast in these costumes, so we have the time to plan our retaliation.”
“Deal,” Carol said, as the whistle blew and they all started their slow hobble down the parade route. 
“This is one degree below my worst nightmare of doing this parade completely naked,” Patrick muttered. The thought made Carol shiver and it was only fifty percent in solidarity for his embarrassment.
“I don’t know, I guess I’ve always dreamed of being slowly slapped in the face by a  . . . ” she paused, going cross-eyed as she tried to read the patch attached to the branch that was flapping in her eye. 
“Here, let me help,” Patrick said, waddling towards her. His plastic drama masks clanked together as he reached out to grab the branch. They both paused in their progress so he could read the badge. “Looks like . . . a ‘Shapes in Nature’ badge.” He paused and looked at her. “Any idea what that is?”
Carol shook her head. “Nah, I think in all my years in Scouts, I maybe earned three badges, total.”
“Underachiever?” Patrick asked.
Carol nodded. “I think that might have been one of them.”
He chuckled. “Well, everyone has to have something to aim for.”
“So the main theme of Scouts somehow managed to get through to me anyway.”
“Hey, can you two move it along?” The speaker had a nasally voice and it took Carol a minute to turn enough to see his face. It was a short man, wearing what had to be a ten-foot-tall tree costume. 
“Calm down, Dirk. Why don’t you go in front of us?” Patrick muttered. His scowl was back, and he’d crossed his arms. If anyone else had done that, they’d look ridiculous. Somehow, Patrick still looked menacing despite the plastic clank of his drama masks. She saw Dirk visibly swallow before he side-stepped them and carried on. Patrick and Carol waited until the rest of the trees passed them so they could bring up the end. While they waited, Carol filled Patrick in on the phone tree and reeled off the list of people who’d confirmed they were coming.
“Wow,” Patrick said as they started to waddle along behind the other trees and Carol was surprised at how sincere his voice sounded. She turned to look at him and she nearly tripped, seeing the smile on his face. “This might actually work. We might actually be able to save the theater. I’ve been calling the folks that have left the island and a lot of them told me they were coming, but not nearly as many as you’ve been able to round up.”
Carol felt lighter when she saw Patrick smile, especially when his gaze slipped her way. She was smiling too, testing the tensile strength of the polyester sewn around the face hole in her costume. 
“They’re enjoying this way too much,” Patrick muttered beside her as they waddled down the route. Carol had to turn her whole upper body with her head to see who he was referring to. 
“Yeay, Knockerella!” Fi called, jumping up and down and waving. Mari was standing behind Fi choking on her coffee. Beside her, Nikki was giggling and patting Mari on the back with one hand while she waved at them with the other. Alex was looking at Fi.
“What’s a Knockerella?” he asked.
Fi pointed at Carol. “Auntie Car-Car.”
“Uh oh,” Patrick and Carol muttered at the same time. Their gazes met and Carol momentarily forgot to concentrate on how she was walking in the god-awful suit. 
“Whoa,” Patrick said, reaching out to grab her costume and steady her. The big plastic masks swung wide and hit them both in the ribs. “You ok?”
“Yeah, just . . . this costume,” she started. 
“Well, that’s a given. To be honest, I’m kind of impressed you’re still vertical in it,” he chuckled.
“I know. You could knock me over with a feather,” Carol said. “Probably literally.”
“Knockerella! Knockerella!” Alex and Fi chanted behind them as they waddled on.
“Let me be the first to apologize for what Fi just taught Alex,” Carol said with a sigh.
“I gotta say,” he chuckled, “I’m a little jealous that you have a superhero name and I don’t.”
“I thought ‘Scrooge’ was your superhero name.”
“He’s more of a supervillain,” Patrick said. “Well, more of a meh-villain really.”  
The parade route ended behind the city library and everyone who was able to remove their own costumes did so quickly and disappeared into the crowd. Patrick and Carol stood quietly, waiting for Nikki and Mari to appear with Alex and Fi in tow to free them from their tree-shaped, Christmas-themed bear traps. 
“They are going to come and free us, right?” Carol asked after a few minutes of quiet.
Patrick groaned. “It might be awhile. Did you see how big the crowd was? I remember last year, I had Alex on my shoulders because the crowd was so full he couldn’t see. When it ended, we were stuck where we were for twenty minutes while the crowd tried to dissipate.”
“Awesome,” Carol muttered. “I picked a great time to have to pee.” She said the second part softly, but to her horror, Patrick chuckled. 
“I think I can help.” She started to protest, but then she felt his warm hands tugging on the sides of her costume at her shoulders. Unfortunately, it was stuck somewhere around her hips. “Um, are you ok if I  . . . ”
“Oh,” Carol felt her face starting to burn. “Su-Sure. Uh, please. I’d really like to not die and be buried in this thing.” She drew a sharp breath when she felt his hands around her hips, skimming over her ass and feeling the heat from his hand through the fluffed layers of polyester and the thin fabric of her leggings. Finally, the costume started to shift and he was able to lift it over her head. Was . . . was it her imagination, or did his hands linger just a moment near her sides as her costume slid up and over her head?
“He-here,” she said quickly when the costume landed on the ground next to her. “Your turn.”
His costume was secured in the back by a zipper. She brushed the back of his neck with her fingers after she tugged the pointed hood off his head and started searching for the top of the zipper. He shivered and she bit down on her lip. You’re just helping him out of a costume that he couldn’t get out of himself. He did the same for you. It doesn’t mean anything. It was something she had to remind herself of several more times as she tugged at the stubborn red velvet and tried to get the stiff zipper to cooperate. Beneath it, Patrick was wearing a t-shirt and she did her best to ignore the feel of his muscles moving beneath her hands as she fought with the zipper.
“Stubborn little jerk,” she muttered, finally getting the fabric free from the teeth. She was trying to help him gently pull it over his head when he reached up and jerked the fabric so hard, he nearly pulled her over his back with it. She let go and stumbled sideways. Before she went down, she felt hands on her, trying to stop her fall, but it was too late. She rolled her ankle and took her savior down with her. He still had one arm stuck in his costume and there was something pointy poking her in the butt. He’d fallen beside her, one hand behind her head. 
“Are you ok?” he breathed, looking her over. His face was close to hers. Their eyes met and she realized she had one hand on his chest. Move your hand, her brain screamed. But there was something in his eyes that held her where she was. Thinking of sensation rather than sense. She could smell wintergreen on his breath and she saw the heat in his eyes as he drew closer. Was she leaning into him or was he leaning into her? The question felt moot at the moment as the warmth from his body soaked into her.
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“Are we interrupting something?” Nikki’s voice hit them like a bucket of cold water. He and Carol scrambled away from each other. She, at least, was able to get to her feet and dust herself off, her dignity more or less intact. He, on the other hand, still had one arm stuck in the ridiculous costume. And it was starting to rain as if the atmosphere was in on dousing whatever had been about to happen between him and Carol.  Which was nothing, he firmly told himself. He hadn’t meant to knock her off balance when he was trying to yank off his costume. In his deep desire to just get the damn thing off, he didn’t just knock her off balance. He’d practically thrown Carol. When he’d realized she was going to fall, he’d just wanted to keep her from bashing her head on the ground. It was what anyone would do. I was being polite. That was all. It meant nothing else. He told himself this, but the burning guilt that punched him in the gut told him it was more, no matter how much he wanted to deny it. 
“No,” he heard Carol say as he tried to disentangle his arm from his costume and get to his feet. “Just a little costume mishap. To be honest, I’m surprised they waited until after the parade to cause bodily injury. I mean, I heard Darcy’s costume plotting for bodily injuries all the way here.” 
“Are you ok, Uncle Scrooge?” Alex asked, coming over to try to help Patrick to his feet. The help was more hindrance than help, but Patrick did his best to make Alex feel like he was pulling him to his feet.
“Oh yeah. I’m fine, Al. What . . . uh, what did you think of the parade?” Alex launched into ranking his favorite trees and he saw Fionna, Marigold, and Carol start to wrestle Carol’s costume back into what looked like a body bag. He and Nikki, with as much help as Alex could be, muscled his costume back into a duffle bag. When they had all finished, the two groups stood together awkwardly for a moment. Patrick kept his gaze on the duffle bag, screwing with the zipper.
“Well, we’ll see you all at rehearsal tonight,” Nikki said quickly. Patrick joined in with the hasty goodbyes and slung the duffle bag over his shoulder. Alex took his hand and Nikki led the way to the theater. He expected to hear Carol, Marigold, and Fionna behind them, heading in the same direction, but the trio passed them, heading for their house. Probably because Carol wasn’t planning on coming to rehearsal. Again. A little thread of annoyance snagged in his mind. Didn’t she have altered costumes for actors to try on? Why wouldn’t she come to support Fionna and Marigold at the very least? Wasn’t she there to spend the holidays with them? At least she’d be at opening night. One more day and . . . And what, his brain wanted to know. One more night and the plan they’d plotted to stop Scott would be put into action. That was all. 
They made it inside the theater and Alex took off to go put on his costume. His friends were already there, waiting for him, looking like a Dickensian street gang, ready to raid the House of Lords or moon a Duchess. As soon as Alex was out of earshot, Nikki started bouncing up and down beside him. He took a deep breath and turned to look at her, steeling himself for whatever overreaction she was about to lay on him. 
“Oh my god,” she whisper-screamed, “Are you and Carol  . . . ”
“No,” he said quickly. He forced his scowl into place, daring her to keep pushing it. But it didn’t deter Nikki.
“Oh come on, Paddy,” Nikki said, now looking annoyed herself. “It’s clear you’re into her. She’s into you. I know she wears a ring, but,” he could feel her gaze on him, “so do you. There’s not a guy in the picture, she told me and Mari  . . . ” Nikki trailed off. Patrick looked at her in time to see her looking horrified with herself.
“She told you what?” Patrick asked in spite of himself. He knew he shouldn’t pry, but he couldn’t help it. Had Carol told Nikki and Mari whatever she’d been about to tell him when he’d left her in the costume shop?
“Nothing,” she said, shaking her head. “We’re talking about you . . . anyway . . . so are you going to ask her out?”
“No,” he repeated, trying to force as much finality as possible into the word. He was acutely aware of how exposed they were, standing in the open auditorium with excellent acoustics. If someone overheard  . . . 
“Paddy  . . . ” Nikki’s voice was so soft he turned to look at her before he could remind himself not to fall for her puppy eyes. Too late. They were huge and pleading. “I love you. And Alex loves you. And you know what we want?” Patrick raised an eyebrow at her. “We want you to be happy.” He rolled his eyes. “I’m not joking,” she said. There was a hard edge to her voice now. “It’s been five years. Five years. Don’t you think you’ve punished yourself enough? Don’t you think you’ve mourned enough?”
“No,” he said, hoping it would be enough to end this conversation.
Nikki sighed in frustration. “Well, when will it be enough? When you’re forty-five and it’s been ten years? When you’re fifty? Sixty-five? When you’re dead? When will you get to have a life again? Huh?”
“I don’t have time for this, Nikki,” he heard himself growl. He side-stepped her, not wanting to shout or cause a scene. He loved his sister and he knew her heart was in the right place, but she was talking about something she didn’t understand. He nodded and grunted to fellow cast members as he passed them in the hall on his way to the dressing room. He and Jerry were the only ones still getting dressed. Jerry was cheerful and warm. Patrick could only grunt in reply to his pleasantries. And then Jerry left and Patrick was alone.
He was sitting in the chair in front of the vanity mirror where he’d laid out his stage makeup but he didn’t move to put it on. His costume was on the rack behind him, but he didn’t get up to get dressed. He leaned back in his chair and gazed up at the row of framed show posters and photos on the wall above the mirrors. Almost all the shows featured had starred Maria Merchant. His Maria. A weight settled in his chest as he looked around the room at the posters of her with the different casts, sometimes including him, that she’d performed with. She wore the same pouty, sultry smile on every poster and in every photo. Her “headshot face”, she’d called it. She was so beautiful. He’d always been in wonder as to why she’d chosen him of all people to marry. Those first few months after their wedding were the happiest of Patrick’s life. 
But his house (their house) and this theater were the only places where she still existed, at least in spirit. There were theaters on the mainland where she’d done a show here or there, usually as a member of the ensembles. But here she had been the big fish in the small pond. She’d shined so bright on the little stage here. The stage where so many were finding their voices, finding their families and friends, finding joy. He dropped his gaze to glare at himself in the mirror. This had to work. They had to stop Scott. He set his jaw and got to his feet.
He moved with purpose as he got dressed and applied his makeup. He took his top hat, pulled his long coat closed over his suit, and headed up the stairs, already starting to sweat under the heavy layers. He did his best to be polite to other cast members he encountered as he checked his props. He paused on the edge of the stage when he saw Ann, Nikki, Jerry, and Mari talking in low voices at center stage, their expressions serious.
“What is it?” he asked, joining them and standing next to Nikki.
“It’s Ashley,” Ann said with a sigh. “She quit.”
“What?” he was confused. Opening night was the next day. Someone had to play Belle.
Nikki turned to look at him, her arms folded and her pointed look, accusing. “She texted Ann and told her she couldn’t work with you anymore. So she was quitting. Ann tried to call and text her, but she won’t answer.”
“What are we going to do?” Jerry asked, his voice soft on Nikki’s other side.
Patrick felt like someone had punched him in the gut. Nikki had told him to put in more effort, to be nicer, to turn down his gruff demeanor. As if that was easy. He really had been trying with Ashley though. After the last few rehearsals, he’d made a point to tell her he thought she’d done really well in their scenes. She’d given him a tight smile every time and thanked him. He thought they were getting better. So why had she quit?
“Does anyone have any bright ideas about what we should do?” Ann asked, rubbing the “V” between her pointer and middle finger. It was an “Ann Spelling-tell”. She was dying to go out for a smoke. 
“I . . . I might have one,” Mari said softly. She kept her gaze down as she scratched the back of her neck. In the quiet that followed, she raised her gaze enough to meet Ann’s. “But it might fall through. I . . . uh, I already made her be a tree in the parade tonight. My credit might be a little shot with her.”
“Well, that’s one more plan than the rest of us have,” Ann said, shaking her head. “Can you get her here in ten minutes? If she’ll ‘extend your line of credit’ that is?”
Mari nodded. “Neither Belle nor I are in the first few scenes. Get started without us. And Nikki, can you keep an eye on Fi? I’ll be back as soon as I can cash in all the favors I’ve stored up since middle school.”
Patrick’s mouth felt dry. Carol, playing Belle? What had he gotten himself into?
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Carol


Carol could feel a migraine coming on. There was too much hairspray, too much nervous energy, too much expectation. She tried to focus on her script and remember how she’d gotten herself roped into this farce. Even in the dressing room, tucked under the wing behind the stage, she could hear the voices of a full house. The ticket she’d bought herself to see opening night in support of Fi and Mari had been gleefully resold by Mrs. Perkins who was running the box office when she was told that Carol would now be in the show. She wished she could muster half of Mrs. Perkins’ enthusiasm.  
“Don’t worry,” Nikki said as she sat down on the stool next to her to do her makeup. “You’re going to be fantastic. You nailed it last night.” 
Nikki was being extremely kind. Carol had been about to get in the shower when Mari burst in the door and said she was calling in every favor she’d ever stored up with Carol to ask her to help them out. Carol had stood in a towel while Mari blurted out what had happened and begged, pleaded, and cried for Carol to help them. It had been at least ten minutes before Mari stopped to draw breath. Mari had been so stressed and worried that Carol had just looked at her and said, “Sure.” 
Anything for Mari. This of course had led to an awkward hug that had resulted in Carol’s towel falling and Mari still hugging her until it felt weird. Carol’s only request had been that she get to shower, put on clothes, and then she’d happily go back to the theater with her. “Happily” had been a bit of an exaggeration. Belle. That was Scrooge’s love interest. She’d scowled at the universe as the suds ran in her eyes. Of course that was the role that they’d need filled. The rehearsal had been perfunctory. She’d run lines with Mari in the wings. Her time on stage had mostly consisted of Ann and Patrick walking her through where she’d stand, enter, and exit, and her scribbling down her “beats” to get the most emotional payoff for her lines. 
She felt her heart start to pound in her chest as she remembered the note from Ann, “And then you kiss him, dump him, and exit”. 
Easier said than done, Ann, she’d thought.
She had to kiss him. Tonight she’d have to kiss him on stage and make it seem real. She’d seen Patrick briefly at warm-ups and he’d ignored her except for a curt nod. She’d chuckled at that. No wonder the other Belle got sick of dealing with him. When he was Scrooge, he was Scrooge. It played to his natural personality so well that he made it look effortless. And that, of course, was the guy she was  . . . she was nothing with, she reminded herself. This was a play. During the show, she was Belle, he was Scrooge. After the show, they were back to being Patrick, a married man, and Carol, a former author, and a friend doing her family a solid. Nothing else. 
“You ok?” Nikki asked.
“Uh, yeah,” Carol said quickly, trying to smile at Nikki through their reflections in the mirror. “Just, you know, opening night nerves.”
Nikki nodded. “And I know all the trouble you and Patrick and Mari went through to get all the old faces here tonight. All in an effort to try and dig out the broken piece of charcoal that Scott calls a heart and remind him of what this place used to mean to him.” She sighed and Carol saw a flash of the same anxiety she’d seen in Mari pass through her eyes. “I just hope it works,” she whispered.
“Me too,” Carol said, reaching over to squeeze Nikki’s hand. If it didn’t, Carol didn’t know what else they could do. 
“Places,” Ann’s voice was calm as it came over the intercoms into the dressing rooms. Ann was standing in as the Stage Manager since the last one had also flaked out. It did seem to be an epidemic with this show, but Carol couldn’t figure out why. Ann was a great director, the cast was incredibly pleasant, the theater was beautiful, and the show was sold out for the opening weekend. 
“Let’s go out there and give them a hell of a show,” Carol said more to herself than to the women around her, but they all quickly agreed and she didn’t miss the nervous smiles as they trooped up the stairs to stand backstage. 
The music started, setting the scene, the street urchins went on, voices loud, timing perfect, and gestures bordering on hamming it up. The audience chuckled at all the right spots and they were off. The show was moving at a good clip with the energy level managing to stay high. There were a few line fumbles, but only the actors who’d been at rehearsal every night and Carol who was following along in the script by the blue light backstage, seemed to notice. Too soon, Scrooge was ruling the stage with his cold demeanor, the scowl that almost made Carol smile now with its familiarity. She moved to the back of the wing to give space to the ghost of Christmas Past who was luminous in her bright white dress.
Beside her, the curtain moved and she turned to see who was there. But she was alone. She glanced up at the pipe the curtain leg was hanging from, but it was still. She frowned and looked around to the other side of the curtain, expecting to see Alex, Fi, or one of the other children messing around. But there was no one there. She felt herself shiver. Great. Now you’re imagining things. Awesome side effects to have on opening night. When she turned back to watch the scene, she felt someone squeeze her hand and she almost had a heart attack. This time it was Mari.
“Almost time. Are you ready?”
Carol’s heart was still racing from the scare and she could only nod. She was lucky that Belle didn’t have that many lines in each of her few scenes. Her first scene with Scrooge was easy. They were introduced. She did her best to put all the interest of young love in her eyes, trying to remember what she had felt when she’d first met Rex. But that memory felt lost, like it was so long ago that it actually belonged to a different person. Instead, with Patrick in front of her, she kept coming back to the first time she’d seen him on the ferry. He was scowling at her, so it wasn’t hard to recreate. 
In her next scene with him, they fought, but he tried to soothe her, taking her hand in both of his, and pulling her to him as he assured her their marriage would be soon. It wasn’t until she walked onto the stage for their final scene that she felt like the audience had gone silent, the stage around them was fading away, and the blood pounding in her ears was all she could hear besides his lines, cueing her. 
“Another idol has displaced me, Ebenezer,” she said, clutching her parasol and meeting his gaze. “A golden one.” 
She watched his face, like a spurned lover, hoping to find that she was wrong in her assumptions, hoping to see truth and good there. 
“I have seen your nobler aspirations fall off, until the master passion, gain, engrosses you.” Scrooge had no good answer to her accusations. Her hope started to shrink. She loved him still, but she was quickly resigning herself to what the truth was between them. She would never be his first love. She’d never be the one he wanted the most. And she couldn’t settle for that. Now came the big moment. Carol squared her shoulders, calling on all her experience on the stage. 
“Goodbye, Ebenezer. May you be happy in the life you have chosen,” she said softly. She gently touched his cheek and closed her eyes, leaning in to kiss him. In that moment, her mask of Belle started to slip. She hadn’t missed the anxiety and . . . was it . . . no. She’d just imagined the anticipation in his eyes, as hers had closed? 
His lips were soft and warm and she felt his arms encircle her waist as he pulled her to him. She was ready to pull away, assuming he’d want the kiss to end as quickly as possible, but he deepened the kiss and she felt her heart stutter in her chest. My god. Is this what kissing was always like? It had been three years since she’d kissed anyone. Patrick pulled her lip between his and when he swiped his tongue along it, she felt like an electrified wire was attached from her lip down to the heat that was starting to pool low in her belly. The lights were going down around them and it was as if someone had turned the volume on the audience up. There were whistles and applause as cast members and set pieces were moving around them on the stage. Patrick broke the kiss and then he was gone. He’d moved so quietly for a heart-stopping moment, she had to question if he’d ever been there at all or if she’d just imagined their kiss. In a daze, she stumbled back into the wing.
“Wow,” Mari whispered, catching Carol as she moved toward the stairs to the dressing room. “That was amazing.” 
Carol couldn’t speak. She just nodded, glad to leave Mari at the top of the stairs since she was going on in the next scene. The dressing room was deserted and, thankful for the quiet, Carol slumped down on the stool in front of her vanity mirror to stare at her reflection. That kiss. She took a deep breath and touched her lips. That kiss meant nothing. It was Ebenezer and Belle’s kiss. Not Patrick and Carol’s. She closed her eyes, stubbornly reliving the feel, the warmth. Just character development for the next performance, she tried to reassure herself. But a tiny part of her was opening mental doors and staring at shelves, trying to remind herself that this wasn’t her life anymore. Crushes, kissing, the possibility of more; she’d had her shot and it had failed. Now, she was too old for it.
She tried to stand but she still felt shaky on her feet. It had just knocked her off balance. That was all. She hadn’t been kissed in three years and the sensation had just thrown off her equilibrium. That was it. I am not falling for Patrick Dorsett.
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Patrick


Opening night always made him nervous. What if he stumbled over or forgot a line? What if he was late for his entrance? What if his costume got snagged on a set piece and took down half of London’s skyline with him as he blew across the set. His Scrooge persona would be completely wrecked. But, he had to say, tonight, the one thing making him more apprehensive than anything else was the knowledge that in a few short scenes that went entirely too fast, he’d be kissing Carol.  
Granted, he was kissing her in a play. It didn’t mean anything. It was two characters kissing, not the actors. But still . . . especially after what had happened at the end of the Parade of Trees, he was acutely aware of how Carol’s close proximity was affecting him. It was strange. Kissing Ashley as Belle had felt no different than handing her a prop. But Carol? They hadn’t even kissed during the final dress rehearsal to practice. Maybe they should have. Even filling in for a role with only a day to rehearse, Carol had been a consummate professional. She’d marked down blocking and beats in her script, preparing to play the role that had been more or less forced on her. Playing the role. That was what he expected from himself and Carol during their scenes on opening night. Maybe it was because it was opening night, or because so much was riding on this play to hopefully not be the last one at The Spark. Or . . . maybe it was because it was Patrick and Carol who were now playing these roles. He’d only started talking to her a week ago and already he felt too exposed, too . . . vulnerable around her. Like she’d figured out where his self-destruct button was and at any time could use it.
When their final scene came, his theory was only further confirmed. His palms were sweating as he followed the Ghost of Christmas Past to meet with Belle once again as she finally broke it off. Carol’s dark brown eyes were sad as she became Belle, “I have been replaced by another idol . . . a golden one.”
The words had stung. Maria had never used those words specifically, but how many times had she accused him of putting his playwriting before her? So he’d stopped writing. He’d started a normal day job that paid more steadily and he’d turned into a support role for her acting career. Even then, she would still look at him with the same hurt, the same sense of betrayal. The guilt in his gut flared, a new log laid on the fire as he stood before Carol. She was adlibbing some of her movements, but instead of throwing him off of his character’s rhythm, he found himself drawn in, wanting to know what else she would do, where else she would take him, along with the scene. Her touch was so soft and warm on his cheek. He felt himself greedily lean into her touch. God, how could Scrooge have let this woman slip through his fingers? She was brilliant, exacting, and she had the opportunity to completely eviscerate him for what he’d done. Instead, she’d given him a gentle goodbye, wishing him happiness in the miserly, solitary existence he’d created for himself. And then she was leaning in, her eyes closing and he felt a rush of strange, giddy eagerness that he was about to kiss Carol Springfield. No, Scrooge is about to kiss Belle. To kiss her goodbye and never see her again. This is his last kiss with Belle. Make it count.
That last thought was probably not necessary or wise. Because he couldn’t tell if it was the man or the actor in him that felt the need to rise to the occasion. She was in front of him, but not close enough. He wrapped his hands around her waist, feeling the flare of her hips under his hands and trying to remind himself that he was on the stage, in front of members of the town and complete strangers and the whirlwind of thoughts and fantasies flashing through his mind were not proper, gentlemanly, or even vaguely Victorian. Although, he admitted to himself, her dress flattered her figure, and minus the corset and bustle she would be so soft to run his hands over . . . everywhere.
Then, all thinking stopped as their lips touched. He’d lost touch with his sense of place and time. The only thing that existed was the sensation of her soft, warm lips, caressing his. Was this what kissing Maria had been like? He couldn’t remember anymore. It felt like waking up from a coma and remembering what seeing was, what it was to smell, to breathe on his own, to touch. Before he could stop himself, he was clutching her tighter, pulling her upper lip between his. He felt a mild panic sweep over him as his body moved on its own, his tongue running the length of her upper lip. It was taking every shred of his willpower to suppress the moan of pleasure that was caught in his throat. The rosy hue emanating from beyond his closed eyelids dimmed and someone somewhere unmuted the audience. The sound of applause and yells was a cold slap of reality, and he released her. He wanted to apologize. He knew he’d taken the scene too far. He’d enjoyed the kiss too much. Enjoyed touching her too much. All of it was too much.
His body seemed to agree with him. He stumbled off stage right in the dark, while she disappeared into the stage left wings. He didn’t have time to think or process though. The lights were coming back up and the next scene was starting. He did his best to cram the experience onto a high, unlabeled shelf in his mind, not sure where else to stick it at the moment. He had to do some physical readjustment in his pants and hoped that none of the other actors in the wing noticed. The experience of kissing Carol had left him teetering on the edge of something and he was too scared to look down and figure out what consequences lay on either side. He forced himself back into Scrooge’s head, doing his best to leave the experience with Carol out in the cold to be processed (or not) at a later date. 
But as the show was drawing to a close and the actors were assembling amid tumultuous applause to take their bows, his gaze fell on Carol. Her smile was so beautiful; with a slight flush of color in her cheeks and chest as she very demurely stepped forward and curtsied to whistles and cheers rivaled only by those that Nikki and Marigold received. He was still looking at her when the horrifying realization dawned on him. There were five more performances! He would be kissing Carol five more times.
This was the thought that followed him as the grand curtain closed. The cast tittered and bustled as they put away props, excited voices around him talking about what a great opening night it was. It wasn’t until talk turned to the gala party that was already starting in the lobby that Patrick remembered the night ahead that he and Carol had planned. Plotted. They were both after the same goal. They were . . . friends. Or at least friendly. Maybe that was all the kiss was to Carol; an extension of their shared goal to do everything they could to put The Spark in the best light for the community and convince Scott not to sell it.
Relief, followed quickly by a disappointing ache he was determined to ignore, washed over him. That was all it was. Anything for the theater. Anything for Nikki and Alex.
“You coming?” Nikki asked behind him, pinching his side. He jerked sideways and turned to glare at her. Sometimes, Nikki was still the same bratty six-year-old, picking on him. 
“Yeah, in a minute,” he muttered. He was physically standing in the wing, but mentally he was standing on a ledge and looking down. He hadn’t seen Carol since their bows. Had he missed her? Was she already in the lobby, or had she slipped out the back? What if . . . what if she was horrified by their kiss? Or . . . embarrassed? Shit. What if she was already calling Ann right at that moment to tell her she wasn’t going to be Belle again? He tried to be relieved at the thought. At least it would mean he wouldn’t be kissing her five more times . . . but who would they get to play Belle if she didn’t? Yeah. That’s the worry you’re feeling, not disappointment at the thought of not kissing her  . . . 
“Your public awaits, Scroogey,” Ann muttered, slapping him on the back as she went by. “Dalton Harms is out there. He says he was in You Can’t Take It with You with you and Scott back in 2002.“ Patrick nodded, smiling in spite of himself. People thought Patrick was a good fit for Scrooge. If Dalton had wanted the role, he would have had no competition.
“Alright, I’m going, I’m going,” Patrick muttered. He might not be able to do anything about Carol at the moment, but he could at least try to do something about the theater.
[image: image-placeholder]CAROL

Carol was in a sea of corset-assisted cleavage, rustling bustles, and kids trying to kick each other but more often than not, missing and almost always managing to kick her in the shins.
“We need shin guards,” she muttered to Mari who was trying to pull Fi away from Alex. Both of them were laughing, turning the kicking and prodding at each other into a game. 
“Yeah. Or a tranquilizer gun. Seriously, I’m bushed. Where does all this obnoxious energy come from? Is that what cocaine is? Just little kid energy, dried and turned to powder?”
Carol chuckled. “Might not want to say that too loud. I heard that guy with the mustache introduce himself to the woman standing beside him as Bud Winker, the school superintendent.”
“Ruh-roh, Raggy,” Mari muttered. “Probably not a good time to introduce myself or Fi to him, is it? Not in these outfits and not when Fi is more interested in trying to kick Tiny Tim.”
Carol shrugged, eyeing Mari’s cleavage. “I don’t know. It might work out. I saw him checking out Nikki’s outfit.”
The room around them was packed. Everyone was wearing their holiday finest with brooches that ranged from gems and gold to plastic and light-up. There were a bunch of men in expensive suits, some arm-in-arm with women that looked like they’d just walked off the set of a billboard shoot for expensive perfume.
“Which one is Scott?” Carol asked, searching the crowd. Yeah, Scott is who you’re looking for. You’re not looking for Patrick and his wife. She could admit, one of the things she’d been looking forward to (well, or possibly dreading if she was being one hundred percent honest) was finally seeing the woman who had stolen Patrick Dorsett’s heart. In her mind, Mrs. Dorsett was thin and tall, with luxurious, long dark hair. She’d be model-quality, always with perfect hair and make-up. Of course, that didn’t completely account for why she liked Carol’s books. Her books were populated by ordinary women trying to make life’s lemons into lemonade (or at least sticking them in their bras to give them a cup size advantage).
“Scott’s over there. The weaselly-looking guy in the five-thousand-dollar suit who’s frowning like his cat tried to use his mouth as a litter box,” Nikki muttered, coming to join them. Carol had to admit, her description was accurate. He was texting on his cell phone, standing off by himself. When people greeted him, he glanced up, forced a smile, said the bare minimum, and went back to texting. Carol felt her heart sink. Great. If they were going to have to convince Texty McSneer over there to save the theater, they had their work cut out for them.
“Well, I suppose I could go talk to him,” Carol said with a sigh, “but I doubt it’ll do much good since I’m barely more than a tourist here.”
“Don’t worry, Patrick’s on it,” Nikki said, nodding at the stream of people heading toward Scott. Carol’s gaze locked onto Patrick as he smiled and occasionally laughed with the people who stopped to tell him how well he did.
“So, where’s Mrs. Dorsett?” Carol asked, realizing too late she’d actually voiced the question aloud. But if she was being honest, she was getting impatient.
“You mean our mom?” Nikki asked. “She passed away about eight years ago.”
“Oh, you mean his wife,” Mari said, nodding at Carol. “You know, I’ve been wondering when we’d finally see her. I just assumed she’d be here for opening night.” There was an awkward pause and Carol felt Nikki stiffen beside her.
“You’re kidding, right?” Her voice was softer now and Carol ripped her gaze away from Patrick to look at her. Luckily, Nikki’s gaze was on Mari. “Maria?”
“Is that her name?” Mari asked.
“Was her name,” Nikki said. “Maria. Maria Merchant. She . . . died. Five years ago.”
Carol felt like she was back on the stage, hearing lines about a character that someone just made up. Like what Nikki was saying was just something she was reading from a script. After a moment, the weight of Nikki’s words began to settle over her. Patrick’s wife was dead? Then why  . . . 
“For that long?” Carol asked, her mouth moving on its own. “He . . . he still wears his wedding ring.” Even as she said it, her thumb touched the stone of her own ring. Yeah, so I’m a hypocrite. This isn’t news. She continued, “He still  . . . talks about her as if  . . . “
“As if she’s still alive,” Nikki said with a sigh. “Yeah. There’s some stuff that went down between them, before she . . . and I’m not a psychologist or anything, but as a sister, I think I can confidently say that it f-ed him up.”
She shook her head and the three women turned to look at Patrick as he and four other men bore down on Scott. They were aggressively cheerful and in a moment, all four of them were singing “If I Were a Rich Man” from Fiddler on the Roof. Scott was chuckling now and with Patrick’s continued strong-arm encouragement, they were able to get Scott to join in.
Carol watched his face. He was smiling and she could tell he was trying to muster enthusiasm, the big boulder falling into the pond, hoping the ripples he started would continue without him. And it was working. The men were starting to dance now, pulling Scott into their line as they stumbled through the snippets of old choreography they’d all performed together and still remembered. After a minute, she saw Patrick step back and look around. His gaze fell on one of the older men nearby and he whispered something to him before stepping away. He watched the men with Scott for a moment and then he gazed around the room. 
What kind of sad Olympic race is this man running in his head, Carol thought. His wife was gone but he pretended she wasn’t. He was acting in a show for other people, trying to save the theater for other people, denying himself anything that he . . . his blue eyes met Carol’s and she felt a knot forming in her throat as she looked at him. He wasn’t married. He was widowed. She was still trying to fight her way through the emotional tidal wave that was crashing down on her. Did that mean? Was that kiss . . . she tried to smile at him. After a moment, Patrick dropped his gaze, turned, and started heading through the crowd away from her.
What? She felt like she’d just taken a punch to the gut. He didn’t look back. He just moved away, pausing to chat with a few people as he went, but still moving as quickly as the crowd would let him, away from her.
“Mari,” Carol said, hoping Mari hadn’t heard her voice crack. Mari turned to look at her. Judging by the look on her face, she was still in the surprised stage of Nikki’s news about Patrick. “I’m gonna go. I’ll see you at home?”
“Car-” Mari started to say, snapping out of her surprise. “Are you  . . . “
“Tired,” Carol said. “This looks like it’s going pretty well. Scott’s over there drinking wine with that guy with the camera.”
“That’s Cal Dickson. He’s a reporter for the Hornblower,“ Nikki said quickly. “The local paper.” Nikki pulled Mari and Carol close to her, squeezing their arms. “You guys, this might work.”
Carol patted her hand and tried to feel the relief of the theater being safe, the joy of Mari, and Nikki, and Fi, and Alex having a place to keep acting and growing. But there was a big, asshole rain cloud hanging over her joy parade. And she was no meteorologist, but she had a feeling that it had to do with a kiss and her stupid reaction to it. He was acting, she growled at herself as she moved down the hallway, practicing her contortionist work to get at the zipper on the back of her dress. It meant nothing to him. You’re the idiot pretending, hoping that it was something more than two actors doing what a scene required. She hung up her dress and changed back into her street clothes, chastising herself the whole time for being so pathetic. She zipped up her coat and headed out a side door. As she walked with her head down through the streets, she opened the mental closet in her mind and reread the labels on the shelves of things she’d never be, just to remind herself. And then, just to hit home her point so she could stop acting like an idiot, she read the labels on the shelf below, labeled Things She’d Never Be Again. There were three items on the shelf; Gullible, Naïve, and In Love. She shook her head and let out a derisive snort as she unlocked Mari’s front door and braced herself for Harpo’s butt-wiggling welcome. Somehow tonight, she’d almost managed to be all three.
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“And do you remember when we were doing Sweeney Todd and you sat on my prop scissors? The stupid things were actually sharp and they cut right across your pants. Then during ‘By the Sea’ you ended up mooning the whole front row.”
“Yeah, but Scotty covered, didn’t you?”
“Literally. He ran by as one of the kids in the fantasy montage and hissed ‘pants!’ I’d noticed it felt drafty, but you know opening nights. Half the time you feel like your butt cheeks are flapping in the wind and they’ve sprouted wings to carry you through all the chaos to the final curtain.” Dalton’s laugh boomed as he squeezed Scott to his side, clapping him on the shoulder. “And look at our Scotty now. All grown up and running the place. Your grandfather would be so proud.”
Patrick felt relief flooding through him as Scott went pink and thanked him. Things were going according to plan. His plan . . . and Carol’s. He felt a new layer of guilt forming in his chest this time, complementing the constant burn in his gut. He needed TUMS and Pepto at this point. He should have gone over to speak to her. He could tell she’d wanted him to. But . . . if he was being honest, he was embarrassed. He hoped she hadn’t felt his desperation and desire in that kiss. He felt pathetic. But he also didn’t trust himself around her at the moment. He needed to have a serious talk with himself when he got home about what was proper acting and what was taking something too far just because his hormones were deciding that was the moment to go rogue.
“Hey, any progress?” Nikki whispered, falling into step alongside him and handing over a glass of wine.
Patrick nodded. “I think so. Dalton was the ace up my sleeve. He was like a father to half the boys that grew up here. And disappointing him would be like kicking Santa in the crotch.”
Nikki cut her eyes to him. “Which, if I’m not mistaken, you did on one occasion when Dalton was playing Santa at the Grotto in the town square. Of course, I was too young to actually witness it, but I’ve heard the story so often, it has to be true.”
Patrick groaned. “God. I forgot about that.”
She grinned. “In your defense and if the story is true, he did tell you he was going to make you be an elf for a year because he’d heard from ‘reputable sources’ that you weren’t hanging up your costumes in the dressing room.”
Patrick sighed. “It freaked me out. Remember, I didn’t realize Santa was Dalton. I just thought Santa was a creep who was watching me. I mean, there was even a song, warning us about it.”
Nikki chuckled and threaded her arm through his. They stood quietly at the edge of the crowd; watching people laughing, telling stories, eating the finger food Ann had brought when she’d heard Patrick and Carol’s plan, and drinking the wine Miss Mandie had donated. Mrs. Perkins had discreetly covered the pole dancer on the label with a bow, almost managing to cover the name of the wine along with it, “Pole Sit Pinot”.
“This is nice,” Nikki said. “It’s like seeing the ghosts of shows past, all under the same roof for a night.”
Patrick nodded. “I just hope it works.” He held onto that thought as the crowd thinned and he made his way downstairs to finally change and take off his stage makeup. He was resolutely keeping his thoughts off of Carol, though he had to admit that much of the success of the evening had to be attributed to her ideas and planning, not to mention her willingness to cover their collective asses by stepping in as Belle. He just hoped the perfect performance and the gala of old faces were enough to convince Scott. He was one of the last people out of the theater, and as he left through a side door, he saw Scott ahead of him, standing outside the theater with several of the old faces.
“No, sorry. I have an early meeting. Rain check. Yeah. Have a good night. So nice to see you all,” Scott was saying.
Patrick paused as he watched Scott stroll away from the men. He felt the balloon of hope in his chest start to deflate when he saw the smile on Scott’s face fade away. With a sneer and a shake of his head, he pulled his phone out and disappeared across the dark square.
As Patrick trudged home, he tried to talk himself back into the hope he’d been feeling, which was a new form of mental gymnastics for him. Hope was, coincidentally, not something that came easily for him, despite where he’d been born and raised. Patrick was practical. Nikki would call it depressing, but whatever it was, it had protected him from emotional ruin time and time again. And he hadn’t always been this way. So, it was hard to muster the same hope he’d felt before he’d seen Scott’s face as he left the party. He needed someone else to put it into perspective. Someone who was practical too, but didn’t always see the worst outcome in situations. He knew who it was he wanted to see, to talk to. But at the moment, he was having a hard time finding the courage to face her. Half out of embarrassment for how he’d lost control in kissing her, and half out of fear because he wanted to do it again.
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Carol


Carol hadn’t slept well. She’d been listening to a lecture all night long. She hadn’t been able to get the speaker to shut up or distract them away from their tirade because they were inside her head. Eventually, the voice had turned parental and patronizing, but Carol had been too tired to argue.  We do this for your own good, Carol. Do you want to repeat all the hell you went through three years ago? She finally fell into an uneasy sleep when she was able to shut the voice up by reminding it of the simple fact that she was the only one that had felt anything beyond acting in that kiss. Patrick clearly hadn’t. That fact had been proven by the way he’d looked at her at the gala. A co-worker nod. That’s what he’d given her.
Carol pried her eyes open and looked at the ceiling, the warm glow of sunlight peeking out through the cracks in the bedroom’s curtains valiantly trying to nudge her out of her warm blankets. 
You’re not here for any other reason than to help out Mari and Fi, remember? Apparently, her brain had decided it was going to change tactics. Not that she was complaining. Yep. Auntie Car-Car, that’s why you’re here. Be an aunt, help out your best friend and be with them on Christmas. Then once Fi heads back to school, head back to Seattle and resume apartment hibernation and correcting cooking blog punctuation and grammar for the next thirty to forty years until Jeb finds you in full rigor bent over your laptop and an article about BBQ bacon bows as the perfect decoration to spice up any casserole on the screen in front of you. It’s a good plan, she thought bitterly as she put her feet on the floor and creaked all the way up to standing.
Her new life might be depressing, but it was simple. And after everything that had come along with being an author and Rex . . . she liked simple. No. She needed simple. She repeated this viciously to herself while she showered and headed out into the kitchen to make breakfast. She’d come home before Mari and Fi and gone to bed. She didn’t know what time they’d gotten in and gone to bed, but since she was the first one up, she thought she’d take up the spatula that morning and make breakfast; one less thing Mari had to worry about. See brain, she told herself as she got out the eggs and waffle mix. I am just helping Mari out. No extra thoughts or irrational yearning . . . whatever.  Of course, like a song you thought about but didn’t start singing, the unwanted thoughts were immediately stuck in her head. She couldn’t banish the brush of his soft beard on her chin, the feel of his lips against hers, the urgency in the way he’d pulled her to him . . . Stop it, Carol. The man was acting. Had that been how he’d kissed his wife? His lovers before and his lovers after? How did being a lover to Patrick Dorsett even work? If he didn’t tell people his wife was dead . . . but everyone in town knew. 
Mari just hadn’t been here long enough to learn every town secret. So, Patrick probably dated other women from the town. But he doesn’t want that with you. If he did, he would have come over to at least talk to you at the party last night. The voice was back to its snarky, biting commentary. She held up the spatula and measuring cup in surrender. Fair enough. I’ll forget about it. Easier said than done. You have to kiss him again tonight. She groaned and rested her forehead against the overhead cabinet door. Damn it. If she’d just told Mari no, she would have just been a contented audience member, watching Mari and Fi every night. She’d have no reason to talk to Patrick anymore, let alone . . . and the gala had gone so well the night before, Scott was probably rethinking everything at that very moment. The theater would be saved, and she could have just spent her last few weeks in Hope waving politely to the man across the street if she happened to see him on his porch or around town. But now  . . . 
She poured herself a glass of juice and put a plate over the fresh waffles to at least attempt to keep them warm until the Forrester women stumbled in to eat. She heard a thump on the front door and went to get the paper. She had to admit that Mari had an excellent carrier on her route. Every morning the oddly thick Hope Hornblower had landed perfectly on their front steps. Carol still found it odd that every day the newspaper for Hope looked like a Sunday edition of the New York Times for how bulky it was. But now, having witnessed a fraction of the holiday activities in the town, she understood. The town was Christmas-obsessed. With a sigh, she slumped down onto her chair at the kitchen table with the paper. At least it would be something to distract her from her thoughts until Fi and Mari were up. Judging by the heft of this morning’s paper, the girls could sleep until noon and she still wouldn’t be finished with it. 
But Carol didn’t make it past the front page. The cover story had a picture of the gala from the night before. People were crowding the edges of the photograph, but in the center, Scott was talking to Patrick and the group of men. Scott’s smile looked forced. The headline read, “Local Efforts Fail to Dissuade Owner from Selling The Spark Theater”. Her limbs felt numb as she unfolded the paper to read the whole story. 
With every paragraph, Carol’s shock wore off and was replaced with anger at herself. Damn it. Why had she ever thought something like a gala would have worked? Old faces, nostalgia, and the embarrassment of having to explain to actors Scott had once looked up to that he was exchanging their shared theater home for money. Why had she thought that would work? She closed her eyes and put her face in her hands. She was from Seattle. She’d seen corporate greed. What? Did she think it wouldn’t exist out on a tiny island off the coast? The ache that had started low in her stomach was stronger now. The town was going to lose the theater. Fi and Alex and all the other young ones were going to lose the place where they learned to sing and dance and act and feel confident in who they were. And the camaraderie. Kids were mean, and the theater community that she and Mari had been a part of in middle and high school had always absorbed the kids who didn’t feel like they fit anywhere else. And they had a family because of it. They had strength in numbers. Carol tightened her grip on the newspaper and she felt an intense desire course through her to roll up the newspaper, find Scott, and whack him on the nose with it. Of course, with the size of today’s Hornblower, she’d probably end up breaking his nose or giving him actual head trauma, but maybe it would help hammer home her point. She sighed. But then when she was arrested for assault, Mari would have to come bail her out, and it wouldn’t change Scott’s mind. And she wouldn’t be upholding her goal of helping Mari out. She’d have to think of something else. The situation hadn’t changed. She still couldn’t let the theater close. Thoughts of Mari and Nikki’s excited faces the night before filled her, the way they’d marched onto the stage and given their lines in clear, confident voices. Alex and Fi weren’t the only ones that needed the theater.
The phone rang, scaring the crap out of Carol, who felt herself levitate a few inches off her chair. She almost knocked her chair over in her hurry to answer it so the sound wouldn’t wake Mari and Fi. She’d been shocked to see that Mari had a house phone in her kitchen. But, apparently, because Hope Island was so small, they still had a party line system. This meant that the old houses on most streets could be reached on the landlines by dialing whatever short number had been assigned to them. Mari thought it was a fun feature, so she’d kept the landline. Carol thought that the town’s insanity might be catching and Mari was just steering into the skid. 
“Hello?” Carol said, trying to keep her voice low.
“Oh good, it’s you.” Carol immediately wished she’d just unplugged the phone. Talking to Darcy at seven in the morning was not something she’d been aching to do today. “Look, this afternoon is the troop’s safety demonstration. Karen Bridges was supposed to be organizing it, but she forgot and her family already took off for Fiji for Christmas. I thought she’d at least made some notes or something, but all I have is a PDF from her that says ‘Have a safe holiday season!’ With a big smiley face under it.” Carol had to admire Karen Bridges’ moxie. It almost sounded like something she would . . . “I need you to create the content, organize the girls, and present the presentation today at three p.m. at the gazebo.”
“I-What?” Carol asked, feeling her legs starting to tremble. She slumped back onto her chair. “Why can’t you ju-”
“The doctors have me on these damn painkillers. They’re so strong, I tried to call you earlier and I couldn’t get the phone buttons to work, so I smashed my phone against my counter in frustration, only to realize . . . it was my hairdryer. I don’t think I’d be a good person to run a safety demonstration today. It’s up to you, Carol. And this tradition goes back even further than the Parade of Trees  . . . ”
Carol rolled her eyes. “Yeah. I’m sure it does. Girl Scouts doing fire extinguisher demonstrations on the Oregon Trail with the settlers on their way out here and everything.”
Darcy started laughing hysterically. Carol jumped and held the phone away from her ear. “You-you’re funny, Carol. Like a . . . chipmunk. Like a sarcastic, floozy, chipmunk.” Carol shivered. Hearing Darcy say she was funny wasn’t something she’d been ready for. And that laugh? “I gotta go. My meds are kicking in. Happy safetying.” And then she hung up. 
Carol replaced the receiver on the wall and glanced from the paper on the table to the receiver on the wall. It was not shaping up to be the morning she expected when she’d gotten out of bed. Then, as she leaned back in her chair, the weight of what Darcy had said settled in.
“Shit,” she muttered, getting to her feet and hustling into her bedroom. She was dressed and on her laptop looking up holiday safety tips when Fi and Mari stumbled into the kitchen a half hour later.
“Wow, you’re already up, dressed, made breakfast, and you’re at work,” Mari said, planting a kiss on top of Carol’s head. “Will you marry me?”
Carol chuckled. “Believe me, I’ve thought about it.”
“Morning Auntie Car-Car,” Fi said, sitting down next to her and moving the plate covering the waffles enough to see what they were. “Yeay! Waffles!” 
“How’d you sleep?” Mari asked, pouring herself a cup of coffee and taking the chair across from Carol. 
Carol shrugged, trying to keep her gaze on her computer screen. She could feel Mari’s eyes on her and she was afraid that if she met her gaze, Mari would see everything inside Carol’s head that she was trying to forget about the night before. “Fine. When did you two get in?” Bob and weave, bob and weave. If she could keep her distracted long enough, she might forget  . . . 
“Oh, we left at the end with Nikki and Alex. We were right behind Patrick.” She could hear the excitement in Mari’s voice. “You know, Car, I think the plan you and Patrick cooked up might have worked. Scott was   . . . ” Wordlessly, Carol passed the newspaper to her. She was quiet for a minute while she read and Carol could feel the shift in her energy. “What? After everything that happened last night. This can’t be . . . “
“The picture is from last night,” Carol said, nodding. “And when we saw him with that reporter, this was what he was telling him.” She tapped the second paragraph.
“The current owner Scott Farhead, said he still plans to sell The Spark Theater property to Pacific Ridge Developers, a conglomeration based in Seattle, despite the triumph of A Christmas Carol’s opening night. Pacific Ridge plans to replace the theater with a shopping center that will include a ShopRight, bringing chain amenities to the island,” Mari read. “The sale is set to be finalized at the beginning of January.” Mari slumped lower in her chair and Carol finally looked up to meet her gaze. “I’m so sorry, Car.”
Carol blinked at her. “Why are you sorry?”
She sighed. “Because you worked so hard to save it and now  . . . ”
“It’s not over,” she muttered, looking back down at her computer screen. “We’re going to save the theater.” Mari was quiet and Carol glanced back up at her. For the second time that morning, she was unnerved by someone’s reactions to her words. First Darcy with the hysterical laughter that she was sure would be permanent nightmare fuel for her, and now Mari, who was looking at her with a strange, worried expression on her face. “What?”
Mari forced her face into a smile and shook her head. “Nothing.” She cleared her throat and nodded at Carol’s laptop. “So, what are you working on so early this morning? Did work call you, needing something?”
Carol was still not convinced by Mari’s expression, but she didn’t have the time at the moment to try to work out what she’d been thinking. “In a way, I guess.” She told Mari and Fi about Darcy’s phone call. “So, apparently, we have to safety-up today, Fi.” 
Fi had paused, her bite of syrup-dripping waffle halfway to her mouth. Her mouth was hanging open and her eyes were wide. “Will there be fire?”
“Oh my god, Car,” Mari muttered, shaking her head and rubbing her temples. “I’m so sorry. And today of all days, when I have to cover the holiday hours at the bank.”
Carol shrugged. “We’ll be fine. It’ll be a piece of cake. I’ve found a bunch of ideas, we just need to assemble the troops, put it all together, give the presentation at three, and then we’re done.”
“And then we have the performance tonight  . . . ” Mari’s voice was quiet.
“Oh yeah. Well, we’ll finish up at the gazebo, then we’ll have a couple of hours to eat and get ready, and then head to the theater.” She did her best to keep her tone nonchalant, as if her heart wasn’t hammering in her chest, thinking of kissing Patrick for the second night in a row. The man lied to you. Well, not exactly lied. He let you believe he was married. You beat yourself up for over a week about feeling attracted to him. And it turned out he wasn’t even in a compromising position. He’s not interested in you. If he was, he would have told you. Move the hell on and focus on why you’re on the island.
“You ok?” Mari asked. 
Carol blinked at her. “Of course, why wouldn’t I be?”
“Because just now, you looked like you were having some kind of internal tennis match that ended with someone knocking the ball girl out on the sidelines.”
Carol got to her feet and took her cup to the sink to rinse it so she could keep her back to the table. “Well, you know me and my lack of coordination.” She could tell Mari wanted to press her, but she wasn’t ready . . . she didn’t know how to put anything in her head into words. “Ok, Fi,” she said when she turned back to the table. Best to focus on the task at hand. If she thought too much about tonight . . . “We need to get all the girls together and vote on what we’re going to do, write up some scripts, get our supplies and then be ready to go by three. Sound like fun?”
Fi was still a few years shy of being a teenager, but the look she was giving Carol was so reminiscent of deadpan-teen-disinterest that she felt herself smile. She’d seen that same expression on Mari’s face more than twenty years ago. Hell, she’d made that face less than two weeks ago at Jeb. 
“Safety is not fun. Well . . . unless we can have fire.”
Carol shrugged. “We’ll see.”
Mari groaned. “Please Car, don’t let them burn the town down.”
Carol rolled her eyes. “I doubt we’d have the time to burn the whole town down.”
An hour later though, Carol thought Mari might have had a point. “Lauren,” the girl ignored her. “Hey, Pyro Pattie.” The girl looked up. “Bring me the lighter before we burn down Town Hall and take a backstage tour of the Sheriff’s office while we’re all booked for arson. On the upside, we’ll have plenty of time to contemplate the consequences of not practicing fire safety.” She was pretty sure her tone was what convinced the girl to bring her the lighter more than anything. Carol was wound so tight, her guts were in knots. Despite what she’d told Mari to reassure her, Carol was not confident in the least with the presentation she was helping the girls put together. And because her brain was oh-so-helpful, visions of Patrick kept popping in to interrupt and throw her off track. “Fi, can you read off what we have so far.”
“We have poisonous holiday plants and pet safety,” Fi started. “We have trees and indoor fire safety, we have ladder safety, food safety, and outside fire safety.”
“Ok,” Carol said, trying to breathe. “Let’s pair off. Who wants the poisonous holiday plants for pets skit?” As it turned out, and as she should have predicted, they all wanted the outdoor fire safety one. “You can’t all do the one with fire. Rock paper scissors for who gets it.” 
Several rules challenges, more whining, and Carol’s third cup of coffee from Miss Mandie’s later, they were gathering all the supplies they could muster from the cabinet in the storage room at Town Hall, set aside for the Girl Scouts. To reach it, Carol had to stand on a rickety chair that had either been banished to the storage closet so no one would try to sit on the wooden death trap, or for the explicit purpose of serving as a step ladder which was even worse. Either way, she tried not to look too closely at the irony of the whole situation and for a moment, she seriously thought about bringing it with them for their ladder safety demonstration. The cabinet below the one belonging to the Girl Scouts was labeled, “Boy Scouts”. 
“We should see what they have,” Fi muttered. “Maybe they have a better dog costume. I don’t like my paper ears. And Rebecca’s headband is too big for me.”
Carol thought the odds of there being a dog costume in the Boy Scout cabinet were slim, but she had to admire the kid for trying to find a legitimate excuse to peek in at what they had. “Nice try, kiddo. Come on. Our public awaits.” At least the odds of running into Patrick at a Girl Scouts holiday safety display were low.
But the universe must have been listening and decided to have a good laugh at her expense. When they arrived at the gazebo stage, there was a group of boys and two men standing there. One of the men was the troop leader, Jake Meyers. And the other was Patrick Dorsett.
“What are you doing here?” Carol asked. “I mean, what are . . . all of you doing here?”
The look on Patrick’s face told her that he wasn’t expecting to see her either. Jake cleared his throat. “Uh, didn’t Darcy tell you? Every year the Girl Scouts do their safety presentation with the Boy Scouts. Our troop acts like regular people, doing something unsafe, and then the Girl Scouts come in and explain and show them how to do whatever they’re doing safely. The Girl Scouts lead the holiday safety presentation and then the Boy Scouts lead the summer safety presentation.” He scowled. “I can’t believe Darcy didn’t tell you. It’s like she was deliberately  . . . ”
Carol held up a hand. “She wasn’t deliberately doing anything. She’s on really strong painkillers. She tried to dial out on her hair dryer. I’m impressed she even remembered the troop had this safety presentation today. So, let’s just count our blessings and get this show on the road.” She resolutely ignored Patrick’s quiet, imposing presence in her vicinity as they set up on the stage. “Ok, poisonous plants, then tree safety, ladder safety, food safety, then fire safety. Everybody got that?” The kids stopped bickering and shoving each other long enough to give her a chorus of YES!’s before returning to annoying the crap out of each other. “Awesome,” Carol muttered. She checked her watch. “It’s 2:45. Does anyone need a bathroom break before we get started at three?” A few hands raised. “Ok. Anyone who needs to go, head over to Miss Mandie’s and then come right back.” She turned around to check her notes and almost bumped into Patrick. 
“Oh, sorry,” he muttered, sidestepping her. 
“No, I should have used my turning signal,” she said, giving him a quick smile before she moved back to the railing where she’d set her notebook down. 
“Did . . . did you see the paper this morning,” he asked.
She nodded, keeping her head bent over her notes. “Yeah. I’m sorry. I know you were trying as hard as you could last night to get through to Scott.” If you’d only tried that hard to tell me the truth about you, the traitorous voice in her head muttered. Enough. He probably just wasn’t interested in me in the first place and pretending to be married was easier. Just let it go.
“You did a lot of the work too, making all those phone calls and getting all the logistics set up, and  . . . ” he trailed off and she glanced back at him. In that moment, she saw a flash of something move through Patrick’s eyes. But it was gone as quickly as it had appeared. What had it been? Vulnerability? Honesty?
“I’m not ready to give up,” Carol said, dropping her gaze back to her list. “This town needs that theater.” 
“I agree,” he said softly. “It’s a safe place for everyone to be whoever they want to be . . . despite how they have to act in their day-to-day life.”
Carol blinked at her paper, a weird rush of emotion rolling over her. What was he saying? She looked up at him but he’d turned his head to watch the kids chasing each other around the mounted horn in the center of the gazebo floor. Oh. He must have meant his nephew. Stop trying to turn this into some scene from one of your romance novels. That crap is fiction. This is real life. The kids were taking turns running by and pausing long enough to try to blow on the horn, despite the Santa hat Carol had put over (and then duct-taped) around the mouthpiece. One blast on that thing would probably send her over the edge at the moment.
“Carol, is your troop ready?” Jake called, jogging up the gazebo stairs. 
“As ready as we’ll ever be,” she muttered, seeing the last few stragglers returning from Miss Mandie’s. “Let’s get this safety car crash on the road.”
Carol started to relax when Fi mimed drinking out of a Christmas tree’s water, then eating a poinsettia, a piece of holly, and a piece of mistletoe all in one sitting before pretending to puke all over Alex. 
“They really like messing with each other,” Patrick muttered behind her. 
“Yeah,” she said. She didn’t know what else to say and being in such close proximity to Patrick was distracting. She quietly moved around the edge of the gazebo with the pretense of checking on props. The tree safety went fairly smoothly except for Allison accidentally announcing to the crowd that they should make sure they put their tree close to the radiator. “I guess so it’s not lonely.”
One of the older girls had to quickly correct her, but the small crowd just chuckled and Carol started to breathe again. Amanda swung the ladder around making the other kids duck when she was lecturing one of the boys about its safety features. The food safety one got pretty gross with Emily and Fi playing off each other, telling the two boys holding pretend turkey legs, what would happen to them if it had been undercooked, or left out too long, or not reheated to the right temperature. But they were almost at the end and Carol was starting to breathe again. 
They had a small camp stove that they’d managed to set up with a propane flame to use for their open fire safety demonstration. Amanda had a marshmallow on a roasting stick and was in her element, lecturing the same unfortunate boy from the ladder safety section about open flame safety. She was shaking her roasting stick at him to accentuate every point she was making. 
“Because if you’re not careful, you could accidentally cause a wildfire!” To make her point, she snapped her roasting fork to the right.
Carol watched in horror as the flaming marshmallow flew off the end of her fork and hit Patrick in the chest. Everyone froze. Patrick was trying to knock the flaming sugar goo off of him, but was only managing to spread it around on his shirt which was also spreading the fire. Carol didn’t think. She grabbed the fire blanket from the railing next to her and dove. She knocked Patrick back and they fell to the ground, but all Carol could think was, Put out the fire. It was at least a minute before the smoke had cleared, and she was sure the flames had been sufficiently suffocated. She shifted to check and she heard Patrick groan beneath her. 
That was when realization started to set in. She was straddling Patrick Dorsett, sitting right on his hips. 
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Carol


She sprang to her feet, pulling the fire blanket away with her. As the horror of what she’d just done set it, her legs kept moving her away from Patrick, only stopping when her back hit the railing. The crowd had started a tentative clap which was growing in volume as Patrick got to his feet, staring down at the black mess smeared on his gray t-shirt. Carol felt her face burn when a few people in the crowd whistled. She couldn’t meet Patrick’s gaze. She turned to look over at the kids in time to see the Boy Scout that Amanda had been lecturing, standing there with his mouth hanging open. Amanda, on the other hand, was crying with her hands over her face. She’d dropped her roasting fork which was starting to smoke in the flames of the camp stove. Carol hurried over and turned off the stove before spinning around to address the crowd. 
“Thank you all so much for coming. We hope these safety reminders have been helpful and on behalf of  . . . ” she glanced over at Jake, “the Hope Island Boy and Girl Scout troops, we’d like to wish you a happy holiday season. Thank you.”
With a final, somewhat anemic round of applause, the crowd started to drift away and Carol breathed a sigh of relief. She turned back to the kids and forced herself to smile. “Well done, everyone.” They still looked slightly shell-shocked, glancing from her to Patrick. “Let’s start boxing up the props to take back to Town Hall,” she said, smiling, but feeling the heat return to her face. When the kids started to move around the stage, she started to breathe again. Boxes were being dragged around and the rest of the kids were whining at each other and picking up the props when Carol saw Amanda slump to the ground and start crying into her knees. The other kids didn’t pause or even seem to notice. She could hear the girl’s muffled sobs and her heart ached for her. 
“Hey,” she said softly, moving over to sit down beside her. “You did a fantastic job. And I know we didn’t plan for the flaming marshmallow to happen, but it did give us a chance to demonstrate how to use a fire blanket.” The straddling part wasn’t something they probably needed to show, but . . . Carol tried to eject the tingling sensation she’d felt with her hips resting on his. The last time she’d been in that position with a man was a memory so distant, she wasn’t sure if it had actually happened or if it was just a story she’d told herself so often she believed it had. She cleared her throat. “And you did a fantastic job with your ladder safety speech. I can’t believe how much you wrote and memorized in just a few hours.” Amanda sniffed and turned her red face to look at Carol.
“Really?”
Carol nodded. “Yeah. Amanda, you’re kind of a natural teacher.”
She brightened. “Th-that’s what I want to be when I grow up.”
Carol grinned. “You’ll be an awesome teacher. What do you want to teach?”
“Well, I really like science class.” 
“You’re all set then,” Carol said with a nod. Amanda looked confused. Carol jerked her head toward Patrick. “You’ve already got a great story to tell them about velocity, the incendiary properties of sugar, and that flammable and inflammable mean almost the same thing.” 
Her eyes grew wide, but Carol could tell she was trying not to smile. “Is he ok?”
Carol glanced over at Patrick. He was back to his usual frowning-stasis while he helped box up the props. “Yeah, he’s fine. It was pretty funny too. I wouldn’t be surprised if this became a Girl Scout legend.” Amanda paled. Carol nudged her. “And you know what that makes you?” She shook her head. “It makes you ‘legendary’.” Amanda finally grinned. 
“Amanda!” Fi called. They both turned to see Fi waving her over to where three other girls were holding folding chairs and a box of props. 
“Where do you want us to put these, Auntie Car?” Allison called. Carol blinked at the girl. She grinned and behind her, she saw Fi’s wide smile. 
“Uh, everyone, just take things back inside and leave all the boxes of the props on the meeting room table. The chairs go back in the rack by the door.”
“Oh! After that,” Fi asked, running over to Carol. “Can I go with everyone else to get hot chocolate?” She could see the barely contained excitement in Fi’s eyes. Even the older snooty girls seemed to have changed their minds about Fi and Carol.
Carol nodded. “Sure. I’ll meet you over at the bakery after I get the props put away. Don’t worry. I’ll keep my distance,” she said, dropping her voice so only Fi could hear her. She pulled a ten-dollar bill out of her pocket and slipped it to Fi. “Go have fun.”
“Thanks, Auntie Car.” Fi pecked her on the cheek and ran off to help the other girls get the chairs inside. Carol broke down the camp stove and looked around the gazebo to make sure they hadn’t missed anything. Her gaze fell on the Santa hat which looked like it had been wrenched halfway off the horn as if the kid yanking it hadn’t noticed the loops of duct tape holding it in place. Carol sighed. Oh well. At least the tape had held and the safety demonstration hadn’t had an accompanying hell horn soundtrack. 
“Clever,” Patrick’s deep voice rumbled behind her. She felt the muscles in her shoulders stiffen. 
She tried to shrug. “Eh, it worked, but if we’d had one more safety demonstration,” she gave a final tug and the hat and tape came off the horn, “whoever was pulling on the hat would have succeeded and we’d have been demonstrating how to use the AED paddles when the damn thing gave someone a heart attack.”
Patrick chuckled. “Only if the person affected wasn’t from here. If you grew up in Hope, you heard Hans’ alphorn from the womb. It’s like the sound of traffic for someone who grew up in a big city.” 
She picked at the remaining duct tape on the horn, cursing it for not peeling away faster so she could get out of this awkward situation. The silence that fell between them was heavy. She hoped he’d just walk away with a quick goodbye, or even walk away without saying anything. But he just stood there. She needed something to end the silence. She felt like she was standing with her toes over the edge of a panic attack, just waiting for the ground to give way beneath her. “Uh, h-how’s your . . . did you get burned badly? With the marshmallow?”
“Oh . . . no, I’m fine. Is . . . is the girl who . . . sorry, I didn’t catch her name.”
“Amanda,” Carol said, nodding.
“Is . . . is she ok?”
Carol nodded. “I think so. She was just embarrassed.” That makes two of us. She felt herself take a deep breath as the duct tape finally gave way. She turned, expecting Patrick to be right behind her, but he’d moved over to the gazebo rail with his back to her. When the wooden floorboards squeaked as she moved around the horn, he turned, holding the final box full of props. 
“Uh . . . where do these go?”
“Oh, I can get them,” Carol said quickly, holding her arms out to take the box, but he turned to keep it out of her reach. 
“I’ve got it. You lead, I’ll follow.”
Carol decided that arguing with him was probably just going to extend their interaction. “Uh, they go in the storage room at Town Hall. But you can  . . .”
“Lead on, Auntie Car,” he said with a grin. She narrowed her eyes at him but she was having a hard time not smiling. “Is that your official troop name?”
She sighed as they wound their way through other townsfolk and tourists. “Probably is now. It’s what Fi calls me. And now she has the other girls saying it.” She glanced at him. “What’s your troop name?”
He shrugged. “Mr. Dorsett.” 
“How boring,” she muttered, opening the front door to Town Hall for him. 
“Well, I’m a boring guy.” He paused in the lobby, nodding for her to keep leading the way. Before heading for the storage room, she stopped in the meeting room to inspect how well the girls had put the chairs away and grab the rest of the prop boxes. 
“B-minus for effort,” she said with a sigh, looking over the stack of chairs, some of which were upside down in the rack. She started tugging on one of the crooked chairs, but the weight of the rest of the chairs pressed against it had it pinned in place. 
“Here, let me help,” Patrick said, setting down the box he was carrying.
“No, it’s ok, I’ve got it.”
She felt the heat coming off of his exposed arms as he pulled the stack of chairs toward him so she could get to the crooked one. Apparently, he had to take his coat off to move chairs, her brain muttered sarcastically. His warmth was accompanied by a woody, citrus smell. She was trying to identify it when she heard him clear his throat. Right. Crooked chair. Move the chair. She tried her best to not react as her fingers and forearms brushed against his as she straightened the chairs. He was still standing so close to her.
“Thanks,” she said quickly, moving around him to pick up one of the boxes of props the girls had left on the table. Patrick picked up the box he’d been carrying and stacked the third box on top. 
“Now, where do these go?”
Carol felt a flicker of annoyance. Hadn’t she told him she could handle all this? Better to just let him hand you the damn things, put them away, and get the hell out of here.
She led the way to the storage closet and tried to balance the box she was carrying over her head as she stepped onto the rickety chair. 
“That doesn’t look safe,” he muttered. “It would be pretty ironic if you fell off that chair and broke your leg while putting away safety demonstration supplies. Especially after Amanda’s ladder lecture.”
“Yeah, well the ladder isn’t here as an option. It belonged to Amanda’s dad and he took it home as soon as we finished, so this is where we are.” She hadn’t meant to snap at him, but she was tired and her nerves were frayed. She just wanted to stare at the ceiling in her room for a few hours before she had to see this man again and . . . kiss him, feel his hands on her . . . She shifted the box she was holding so she could pull the cabinet open. The chair under her wobbled violently. A streak of cold panic shot through her when she realized she was falling.
“Shit,” she heard Patrick mutter. She heard a crash as he dropped the boxes he was holding. Then his hands were on her waist, trying to steady her. The chair tipped sideways and he tightened his hold on her, pulling her off the chair toward him. Her sweater had shifted and his hands were touching her bare skin. Her arms were around his neck but on the chair, she was so much taller than he was. She looked down to see his face buried in her cleavage. Awesome. Just *chef’s kiss* perfect way to ignore him, Carol.
“I’m sorry,” she said quickly, squirming as she tried to get out of his arms. She felt her shin connect with his crotch. He gave a grunt of pain and she went still. And then you kicked him in the nuts. Awesome.
He turned and set her down on the floor in the only remaining space not occupied by fallen prop boxes. Then, to add insult to injury, as he set her down, she realized the front of her shirt was stuck to the melted marshmallow crap on his shirt so she couldn’t immediately move away to give him space. She tugged at the fabric and managed to free her shirt taking with her a smear of reminder that not an hour ago, he’d been on his back and she’d been straddling him. After a few moments of awkward silence, her eyes strayed to Patrick’s. He looked uncomfortable and her face felt like it was on fire. This day just kept getting better and better.
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PATRICK


Sure, he’d literally been on fire, but the sensation hadn’t affected him nearly as much as the feeling of Carol Springfield straddling him. God, he’d been so turned on. At least when she’d stopped slapping him with the fire blanket. For that minute when she’d shifted around on him, her hips rolling, rubbing . . . he gritted his teeth, pushing the memory away. 
His brain attempted a one-eighty, trying to replace that memory with the scene of watching Carol talk to the mortified girl who’d flung the flaming marshmallow. Carol had sat next to her, hugging her own knees, just like the crying girl. He hadn’t heard what she’d said, but little by little the girl had stopped crying and started smiling. Then after a few minutes, she’d laughed, gotten to her feet, and run off with her friends. And Carol had gotten to her feet and gone back to cleaning up as if she hadn’t just performed some kind of child-whispering miracle. Patrick had never been that good with kids. Well, except for Alex. . . . but he’d always wanted to be good with kids. He wanted to be good at it for Nikki when they were growing up, and now for Alex too. He wanted to be someone they knew would love them unconditionally and give advice, do things with them, be there . . . like a dad was supposed to. 
Carol Springfield was an enigma. She wore a wedding ring. But she’d come to the island alone. She’d never mentioned a partner, even in an offhand comment around him. To be fair though, they’d only really talked about Nikki, Mari, Alex, Fi, and the theater. He knew he shouldn’t care, but he was . . . intrigued by Carol Springfield.
He’d finished reading his third Rose Fielding book the night before, and he was starting to think he needed to slam on the brakes. Reading those books had to be the reason behind the emotional and physical reaction he was having to Carol. He wished he could just walk away from her, keep his distance, and maybe just nod when she passed him in the street. But he had to keep things friendly with her now. Nikki would never let him live it down if Carol also quit the play because of him.
It was more than that, he knew, but he wasn’t ready to look too closely at any other reasons lurking on the edge of his subconscious. Instead, he focused on the familiar burning in his gut and tried to breathe. He hadn’t changed. He was just a character holding onto his resolve despite the introduction of a new side character. When he’d written plays, Carol Springfield would have been a “bump”. A troublesome element in a script that negatively deflects the reader’s attention away from the story. She was his bump. He knew his story. He knew the plot inside and out. He knew every beat, every plot point, and he knew how it ended. And Carol wasn’t in it. The plot he was living was fulfilling a promise. One he couldn’t break. So what the hell was his mind thinking? Not to mention his body? Get it together, he growled at them inside his head. 
He’d thought they’d gotten the message. He’d had to remind them again when he was helping her resettle chairs and she’d been so close to him. Her fresh lemon smell had been in his nose and her soft hair, the same color as Maria’s . . . had brushed his arm. God, the woman was salt in an open wound. And then, she’d been falling and he hadn’t thought it through. His hands were on her waist and he was holding onto her like she was a life raft while he was at sea. His hands had slid under her sweater and the warm softness of her skin had almost broken his resolve. And her breasts . . . no. Drop it. Of course, when she’d tapped him in the crotch it had been a much-needed wake-up call. 
She’d mumbled an embarrassed apology, but he couldn’t look at her face. They were still too close. And in a few hours, he was going to have to kiss her again. He needed time away from her to get himself under control again. He’d kept his eyes on the boxes as she stubbornly clambered up onto the chair again and shoved the box she’d been holding into the cabinet. He’d handed her the remaining two in silence. He hadn’t missed when their fingers had hastily brushed against each other, but she’d seemed in as much of a hurry to end their contact as he was. When the boxes were put away, he stumbled out of the storage closet, without looking back at her. 
“Th-thanks for your help today,” he heard her say softly. 
“Uh, yeah. I-I’ll see you tonight.” He gritted his teeth, doing his best to use his own mental fire blanket to suffocate the flames running through him at just the thought of having her lips on his and her hips in his hands. 
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Carol


Ok. If that was how he wanted to play it, she could play social freeze tag with the best of them.  He might be the Scrooge of town, blowing around, frowning at everyone, and playing basically himself on the stage, but she was the O.G. Scrooge when it came to Christmas. And she’d earned it, dammit.
She’d picked up Fi at the bakery, thankful that the girls had been on their way out when she’d walked by. She could see Nikki and Alex inside and on the off chance that Patrick was lurking somewhere inside, she was thankful she didn’t have to risk running into him again. No. Not until tonight. When she had to act on stage with him. And talk to him. And . . . kiss him. 
She was thankful Fi was with her on the walk home, talking about how much fun she’d had with the other girls and distracting her from her thoughts. Mari met them at home a few minutes after they arrived. 
“Well, you’re both still standing, so I’m assuming the safety demonstration was safe?” Mari asked, flopping down on the couch between them.
“Yeah,” Fi said, “it was fun. Kind of boring until Amanda threw a burning marshmallow on Scrooge.”
Mari blinked. “What?” She turned to look at Carol, eyes wide.
Carol sighed. “It wasn’t that big of a deal. Amanda’s marshmallow was on fire, and she accidentally flung it onto Patrick who was standing nearby. He didn’t get burned. It ruined his shirt though.” She paused and quickly glanced down at her own shirt. She’d forgotten about sticking to him. Sure enough, she had a smear of the blackened sugar goo plastered across her front. She quickly jerked her gaze up, hoping Mari hadn’t seen, but she forgot she was on the outs with the karmic gods. She watched Mari’s gaze lock onto the stain before raising her gaze to meet Carol’s, and then her eyebrows just kept rising. 
“Fi,” Mari said, not breaking her gaze with Carol. “You should go take a shower and get that hair spray out of your hair from last night. It’ll be a lot easier and less painful to do your hair for the show tonight if it’s clean.”
“Fine,” Fi grumbled. She slumped off the couch and headed for her room. Mari waited until they heard Fi close the bathroom door before she spoke.
“Ok. I missed something . . . possibly a lot of somethings. If that stain is what it looks like.”
Carol rolled her eyes. “It’s a long story.”
“Were there multiple flying flaming marshmallows?” Mari asked, crossing her arms.
“Well . . . no,” Carol admitted.
“Then, Vanna, I’m going to need some more vowels. Spill.”
Carol gave Mari the most abbreviated, tasteful version of what had happened that she could muster. “But, hey,” she finished, “it’s no big deal. Seriously, when he was leaving, it was like the whole thing had never happened. I need to change.” She tried to get off the couch but was somewhat hindered by Mari, snagging her by the back of her jacket. 
“Uh-uh,” Mari said. “We haven’t talked about what Nikki told us last night about Patrick’s wife.” Carol wanted to just pull away, but from years of knowing Mari, she knew it would be far better for her to have the conversation now, like ripping off a Band-Aid. If she tried to delay it, Mari would just think of more embarrassing questions to add to the conversation. When it was fresh, Mari was blind-sided and she’d only be able to ask what came to mind. Then, when they were done, the case file would be closed and she would be able to deflect any further inquiries. Or at least that was the theory. It had about a forty percent success rate with Mari. 
Carol collapsed back on the couch and looked at her. “What’s there to say? I feel bad for the guy. He lost his wife five years ago.”
Mari gave her the creepy x-ray look and Carol shifted uncomfortably next to her. “You look like one of those dogs in a YouTube video who is smiling, tail wagging while they sit in the middle of a destroyed throw pillow, acting like it’s not there. So, what’s your throw pillow, Carol? What happened?”
“Nothing,” Carol said. “That’s the thing. We kissed on stage, for our roles. That’s it. It just . . . it felt like . . . but it doesn’t matter. It was just a misdirected feeling. Maybe it’s the holidays, maybe it’s just my lady parts trying to come out of hibernation, but for whatever reason, I was . . . a little, a tiny bit attracted to him. But it doesn’t matter. He’s Scrooge on the stage and in real life. And he obviously prefers that to be the way he’s seen. Otherwise, why would he keep making it seem like he’s married when he’s not? I mean, he still wears his ring.”
“Do you want to be the kettle or the pot?” Mari asked, pointedly looking down at Carol’s ring. 
“That’s different,” she mumbled. “I’m not telling people that I’m still married.”
“Does he know that you’re not?” Mari asked. 
Carol frowned. “I’m sure he’s figured it out. I mean, I don’t have a guy going around with me  . . . ”
“He didn’t have a woman going around with him besides Nikki,” Mari argued.
“Hey, why are you defending him?” Carol asked, glaring at her. “Aren’t you supposed to be my friend? Get on my side, woman.”
Mari gave her a sad smile. “I am on your side, kiddo. I’ve always been on your side. But it’s hard to defend you sometimes when you aren’t even on your side.” She leaned over and kissed Carol on the cheek, squeezed her hand, and got to her feet. 
“What-” Carol turned to look at her. “What is that supposed to mean?”
Mari turned to look at her. “It means I love you. I love the woman you have been, I loved the woman who slogged through having her life implode, and I love the woman who came out the other side. I just wish sometimes that you loved her as much as I do.”
Carol was still thinking about Mari’s words as the three of them made the trek through freezing rain to the theater. Mari kept her arm linked through one of Carol’s while Fi ran ahead of them, pausing occasionally to whine about how slow they were. 
“She’s going to be so much fun as a teenager,” Carol said.
Mari groaned. “Don’t remind me. I just . . . I wish the theater was still going to be here. If she could just keep growing in her confidence and not be so afraid . . . I don’t want her to be scared of everything like I was as a kid. And you know my brothers. All of them were so protective of their baby sister, but I actually think it made me more timid. I didn’t know how to fight my own battles and ask for what I needed. And that’s how  . . . ” Carol squeezed Mari’s arm. “I want her to feel empowered and strong enough to tell the captain of the football team that no, she doesn’t want to go all the way. And that she can do anything she knows is right for her, and she’s the final word on it. I want her to be better than I am.”
“I don’t,” Carol said. “I think if Fi turns out to be like you, she’ll be one of the two most amazing humans I’ve ever met. Oddly enough, they both have the last name, Forrester. Imagine that.”
Mari bumped Carol’s shoulder with hers, but Carol could see the embarrassed smile forming on her face. “I just mean, more confident than I was.”
Carol nodded. “I know. And I think she will. Because you’re helping her build that confidence.”
“Don’t sell yourself short, Auntie Car-Car. I was pretty selfish to beg you to come out here. But . . . I was weak. I needed my good, reliable Car with me for this first Christmas here. Without Jack, with Fi and I feeling so alone and . . . lost.” The last word was almost a whisper.
“If I tell you something,” Carol said softly as they approached the theater’s front doors, “do you promise to not press me for details?” Mari stopped walking and turned to look at Carol. After a moment, she nodded. “I felt selfish coming here. Because I was actually not doing very well in Seattle. I . . . I was kind of drowning.”
“A-and . . . how do you feel now?” Mari’s voice was soft, nervous, like the one she’d always used when she asked Carol for her honest opinion on an outfit she was nervous about wearing out.
“Much better,” Carol said with a smile. “I’m really glad you called me.”
Mari pulled Carol in for a hug and when they broke apart, she sighed. “It’s going to kill me not to ask for details, but I won’t because I promised, and because I owe you. Especially after you jumped into the play at the last minute to save our bacon, and the safety demonstration you got roped into running today.” She made a face at Carol as they hustled through the auditorium on their way to the dressing room. Carol caught a glimpse of Patrick as he moved through the wings on the opposite side of the stage, checking his props. 
“It wasn’t all bad,” Carol said, turning back to grin at Mari. 
[image: image-placeholder]At the theater that night, it was easier to focus on the show by moving herself firmly into the headspace she’d always occupied when acting in college. Every movement she made from the moment she put on her costume and had her hair and makeup done, she was her character. She tried to move, sit, stand, and talk to the other actors as Belle. It was a major emotional and mental release for her tight nerves. She was simply Belle. Not really much of a three-dimensional character by Mr. Dickens’ pen. But in her head, she imagined Belle’s hobbies of walking, reading, and drawing. She imagined Belle’s hopes and dreams of being a wife and a mother, of growing old side by side with her sweetheart who was stoic and stern, but shrewd and careful. But all of that just made the occasional glimpse of the fire in his blood or his tenderness that much more addictive. And then she thought through Belle’s coming realization that she was never going to have any of the things she’d wanted, wished, and hoped for with Ebenezer. It was a sinking ship she had to leave if she wanted to survive. 
She felt a lot calmer as she moved through her scenes with Scrooge. And the performance rolled by quickly. Before she knew it, it was time for her final scene with him. But there was a small tear in the facade of Belle that Carol was wearing. Some of her own pain started leaking through, as she looked at Scrooge / Patrick; the future that would never be. She could hear the emotion in her voice as she spoke her lines. Around her, the audience was silent again. It was just her and Patrick . . . Belle and Scrooge on the stage. She could feel the tears starting to stream down her cheeks as she touched his face and wished him happiness. And then she didn’t wait for him to start the kiss. She caught him flat-footed and kissed him softly, chastely. There was a moment before he moved. When he did, he slid his hands around her waist, trying to pull her to him. But she pulled back, putting a hand softly to his chest as she pushed away, turned, and exited, the tears still falling from her eyes. It left Patrick alone, staring after her as the lights began to dim and the audience burst into applause. She was in the wing when Carol resurfaced, peeling away the Belle facade. She quickly wiped her eyes and stood in the dark wing for a moment, whispering to other actors to “break a leg” before they went on. She wanted to wait to let the swelling in her eyes go down before returning to the dressing room. 
When she finally did, it was deserted. She sat in front of her vanity mirror and stared at her reflection. She didn’t look any different, but she felt like something inside her had shifted painfully, like having a joint out of place. Or . . . maybe shifted back into place after being out for a long time. She couldn’t be sure. Either way, she felt . . . emotionally sore . . . tender. Phrases and words were swirling in her head in a tornado she hadn’t felt in years. She stood up before she could think through what she was doing and moved into the costume room where a stack of blank printer paper was kept to mock up costume designs. She grabbed a few sheets and a pencil, went back to the dressing room, and sat down. The words dripped at first. Then she closed her eyes and let them pour. The same way they used to when she’d type with her eyes closed, visualizing the scene in her head. She’d feel the emotions of both people she’d created, as they experienced the basic human interaction that served as so much of human existence. The little details that set those characters apart from the same stories of other people. The love that day after day answered the question of why people didn’t pack it in. Love for their art, their family, their partner, and their pets. Just love. Despite everything that tried to kill it, ruin it, end it. 
“Bows in five,” a voice called from the stairs. Carol paused in her writing and frowned. It felt too soon. But then she looked down at the pages she’d written on, front and back, now in a neat pile beside her. She quickly got to her feet, folded the pages, and stuffed them into her coat pocket. When she was moving back to her vanity to pick up her parasol, she paused. There was a poster above her mirror. It was for The Spark’s performance of Chicago dated seven years earlier. The poster featured three smiling people, two beautiful women and a man with an arm around each of them. She didn’t recognize them, but below them, the word “Starring” preceded the three names listed below it. Under the woman on the left, there was the name, Maria Merchant. She was a slender woman with a cloud of curly blonde hair, gorgeous full lips, and a face reminiscent of Marilyn Monroe.
Holy shit, her brain whispered. That’s Patrick’s wife. A Marilyn Monroe clone. It’s a good thing you didn’t embarrass yourself in front of him. You never stood a chance with him. Not when he’s used to being with someone . . . like that.
“Bows!” 
She hadn’t been able to get Belle’s mask back in place in time for bows, but thankfully it hadn’t mattered. The dressing room was a ruckus of excitement behind her and apparently, every kid in the show had to pee, so she delayed taking her own costume off to help the rest of them. 
“Fi just remembered that she forgot to feed Harpo before we left,” Mari grumbled, tugging on her coat. She was back in her street clothes and beside her, Fi was in the process of trying to pull her coat on upside down, her eyes frantic.
“I can’t believe I forgot. Poor Harpo. He must be so hungry!” 
“Don’t worry,” Mari muttered, “I’m sure he found the trash can.”
“I’ll see you two at home,” Carol chuckled, tugging Fi’s coat off, turning it right side up, and helping her into it. When they were gone, she started trailing behind the kids, helping pick up their costumes and getting them back onto hangers. By the time she took her costume off and hung it up, she was the last one in the dressing room. She was down to her underwear when she paused in front of her mirror and glanced up again at the picture of Maria Merchant. She frowned when she looked down at her own reflection. She was summer t-ball compared to the major leagues of Maria Merchant’s beauty. 
“Knock knock,” a deep voice called. 
“Shit,” she hissed, running behind the closest costume rack. 
“Oh, uh  . . . ” It was Patrick.
What the fuck? Her brain screamed. 
“Sorry, I . . . Carol, do you have a minute to talk?” He appeared in the doorway and she saw him scan the room. She could see his gaze land on where she was behind the rack and she was confused until she realized he could see her legs sticking out below the bottoms of the costumes. “Oh. I didn’t know you weren’t dressed . . . I’ll just.” He was stuttering and stumbling and Carol gave a heavy internal sigh. They were both adults. She should just act like one.
“Just toss me my clothes. They’re on the chair by that vanity.” She was impressed with herself. Her voice hadn’t cracked and she’d sounded reasonably confident at least for standing in a concrete basement in her bikini underwear and push-up bra. “Good show tonight,” she said when she saw him awkwardly scoop up her yoga pants and sweater and bring them to the rack. She felt herself shrinking as he approached, but he paused before he got too close and set her clothes on the top rail of the rack before backing up. 
“Yeah. Um . . . your Belle . . . it . . . well, it kind of broke my heart tonight. Nikki’s too. She was crying in the wings,” he said. Carol paused. There had been something softer in his voice, replacing the rough edge she’d gotten used to. 
Carol shrugged as she pulled on her yoga pants, turning on the spot to do the yoga-pants-shimmy that every woman did any time she pulled on a pair. “Just some method acting.”
Through a crack in the clothing, she saw him perch on the edge of her vanity. But he kept his gaze on his feet. “Method acting usually means someone is drawing on their own experiences.”
Carol was distracted. Why had he come looking for her after the show? What was this about? So, without thinking, she said, “Yeah. I think I might . . . I think I know what Belle was going through.”
“Really?” he asked. 
It took two tries, but she finally had her sweater on the right way. She came around the rack of clothes, and in her distraction, she’d forgotten what she’d been saying. “What?” she asked when she saw his face.
He was just looking at her, curiosity and something that looked suspiciously like concern apparent on his face. “You said you knew what Belle was going through.”
She dropped her gaze and padded barefoot across the floor to where she’d left her socks and boots. She shrugged and sat down to pull them on. Maybe if she told him the truth and didn’t make a big deal out of it, the interrogation would end, like with Mari. “I know what it’s like to have to jump ship . . . or rather have someone else jump ship. Either way, I know what it looks like to stand on the deck of a doomed voyage.” 
“Did you know it was doomed when you set sail?” he asked. His voice . . . if she hadn’t been looking at the man as he said it, she wouldn’t have believed it had come out of him. It was so soft and sad. He was staring at the floor between them, and she didn’t miss the way his hands were gripping the edge of the vanity as if at any minute, he could slip off and drown in whatever was going on inside his head.
“No,” Carol said, shaking her head and smiling ruefully. “And I was so pig-headed, even if ‘twelve-years-later me’ had shown up and kicked me in my own ass and told me that it was doomed, I would have probably put future me in a headlock and gone through with it anyway.”
Patrick raised his gaze to meet hers. “Really?”
She nodded. “Yeah. I used to be really stubborn. Once I got something in my head, it was happening. Whether it was a good idea or a bad one.” She shrugged. Why are you telling him all this, her brain screamed. Because it doesn’t matter, she replied. In another week, the play will be over. A week after that, I’ll be back in Seattle in my apartment, editing bad food blog articles again and it’ll be like this trip never happened. No lasting consequences. And he asked.
She knew it wasn’t smart to tell someone that was almost a stranger about her past. She suspected the weird mood she was currently in had something to do with the ten pages she’d written front to back just before bows. She’d gone to a shrink three years ago right after the divorce because her agent had suggested it when she’d stopped writing. It hadn’t helped and at the time the therapist had encouraged her to journal. Carol had laughed in the woman’s face and asked if her agent had paid her to say that. She’d been drinking pretty hard, but even in her blearily sober state, she’d seen the humor in paying a therapist to tell her to write about her feelings when as an author she’d been paid to write about her feelings. But, after three years, tonight she’d done the closest thing to journaling she’d ever attempted. Emotional homework, even written late, was still written. 
“I’ve known you less than two weeks, but I can see the stubborn thing,” he said, one side of his mouth twitching up in a half-smile. 
She tried to narrow her eyes at him in mock annoyance. “So you think you know me?”
He shrugged. “I know you well enough to know that tonight was more than acting.”
She felt her eyebrows raise. Oh, so he wanted to play this game. “And I suppose you were only acting both last night and tonight, right?” Sometimes she really wished there were rewind and tape-over options for conversations. She’d been meaning to tease him, but the look on his face told her she’d gone too far. He didn’t look angry. More . . . defeated. And something ached for him. She was sitting next to a crying Amanda again. 
“I’m sorry,” she said softly. She needed to throw him a line, even if it was to her own life jacket. “Three years ago, my husband of twelve years came home from work the day after Thanksgiving and told me he was leaving me for his secretary. She was seven months pregnant and he was the father. I was on a ladder at the time. The bastard waited to tell me until I’d finished putting up the Christmas lights on our house, but not long enough for me to even climb down the ladder. That house, with the Christmas lights I put up, was featured in his secretary’s picture two months later when she and my ex brought home their baby from the hospital. My old home office became their nursery. The place I’d worked while they were off doinking, became the place where, two months later, the product of their doinking was sleeping.”
“Shit,” Patrick whispered. “He threw you out of your own house?”
She shrugged. “I left. And I signed over the house in exchange for a reduced alimony payment to him every month.”
“You had to pay him alimony?” 
She sighed. “Yeah, at the time, I made more money than he did. Not for long though. He and Pam got married, I stopped making so much money, and the alimony payments stopped.” She shrugged. “Silver lining.”
“Wow,” Patrick said, shaking his head. His gaze was on the floor again and Carol started to feel the sobering freak out settling over her of what she’d revealed to him. Would he torture her with what he knew now? He was Scrooge, but she didn’t see him as much of a gossip. 
“Is-is it asking too much for you to keep this to yourself?” Carol asked quietly. “I mean, what I told you?”
Patrick jerked his gaze up to meet hers. “Of course. I’d never repeat . . . I just . . . I can’t believe it. I mean, that a guy would leave you like that.”
She chuckled. “I’ve got a Facebook timeline of photos to prove it. Every Christmas for the last three years, she’s posted a new ‘expecting’ photo with their growing family. Always Christmas-themed.”
Patrick looked horrified. “What, like they’re timing their . . . banging, so the kid always arrives around Christmas?”
She chuckled. “That’s my suspicion, but that would be too diabolical for them. My ex was never much of an evil genius. I suspect it has more to do with every kid having about the same timeline from delivery to when it’s safe for them to . . . bang again. And she’s just . . . extremely fertile, apparently.” Carol could hear the bitterness in her voice. She just hoped that it would go unnoticed by Patrick. 
Patrick closed his eyes and shook his head as if he was trying to banish the image.
She chuckled. “And you haven’t even seen them, to give you any kind of an accurate doinking visual.” 
“You’re right,” Patrick said. “But in my head, your ex looks like Danny DeVito.”
Carol started laughing so hard, she slid sideways off her chair and hit the floor. “Oh . . . my . . . god.” She couldn’t stop laughing. 
Now Patrick was chuckling. “And his new wife looks like Rene Russo, though in full disclosure, I watched Get Shorty the other night.”
Carol couldn’t breathe, she was laughing so hard. God, it felt good to laugh like that. As she started to get control of herself again, a realization hit her. She hadn’t been able to laugh about her situation in three years. Then one comment about her ex from Hope Island’s reigning Scrooge and she was in stitches. She was trying to get to her feet when a warm hand found hers and pulled her up. 
“I like your laugh,” he said when she was standing. “It sounds like it’s one that’s been developed with a lot of practice.” He’d released her hand and she took a moment to knock the dust off her backside from falling on the floor. 
“You know,” she said with a grin, “I think that’s the nicest lie anyone has ever told me.”
“What?” He actually looked offended.
She rolled her eyes. “We both know my laugh is one level below donkey bray, but thanks for the kind exaggeration.”
“I’m not the one exaggerating,” he muttered. She smiled but ignored his comment as she pulled on her jacket. “So, can I ask you one question . . . regarding what you told me?” He asked, his voice hesitating.
She worked the zipper on her coat as she turned to look at him. “Ok.”
“If not Danny DeVito, what celebrity is closest to what your ex looks like?”
Carol frowned, thinking. “Maybe, Elijah Wood? After Lord of the Rings, when he cut his hair short and grew facial hair. Though, Rex could never really grow much of a mustache.”
“Elijah Wood, huh,” Patrick said, following her up the stairs. “I think I liked Danny DeVito better.”
Carol chuckled. “Me too.”
The theater was dark around them with only the single dim bulb of the ghost light on the stage still glowing. As they passed the wings, the light flickered at them and she paused. 
“It always does that,” Patrick said. “We would always joke that it was The Spark’s ghost saying goodnight to the last people out. I think it’s something in the wiring under the floor and it just flickers when the right amount of weight crosses the boards.”
“I’m flattered,” Carol muttered, deadpan.
Patrick chuckled. When they reached the doors outside, he asked, “Why do you still wear your wedding ring?”
Carol shook her head. “That’s two questions. You said you wanted to ask one. And you got post-Lord of the Rings, Elijah Wood. Sorry. Better luck next time.”
“I don’t like this game,” he chuckled. “The consolation prize sucks.”
The town was quiet around them. It was Saturday night, but it was still raining. Everyone, it seemed, had sought the warmth of home, the bakery, or one of the bars and restaurants in town. 
“Feel like a quick cup of coffee?” Patrick asked. “My treat.” Carol was surprised, but she nodded and they headed into De-Floured. They got in line behind an older man that Patrick seemed to know. “Hey Jim,” Patrick said, slapping the man on the back. The older man glanced at Carol and smiled. 
“How’re things, Patrick?”
He nodded. “Good. Just finished the second performance of the run. Thanks for coming last night, by the way. It was good to see you and Darla.” 
“Jim Messenger,” the man said, reaching past Patrick to shake Carol’s hand.
“Carol Springfield,” she said. 
“Carol. A joyful song. And with a last name like Springfield . . . married name?”
She shook her head. “Nope. Maiden name.”
Jim had nudged Patrick back a step to clear his path to Carol and the older man’s gaze behind his glasses felt like he was x-raying her the way Mari did. “What was your married name? Names mean something.”
“Fannar,” she said, trying not to let her confusion show as to how he’d known she’d been married. He’d probably just seen her ring. Still, it was hard for her not to worry about where this conversation was going.
“I thought so,” Jim said, nodding. Carol cut her eyes to Patrick who was turning red in the cheeks and glaring at Jim. Carol would have been curdling under the look Patrick was giving the older man, but Jim just let it roll right off of him. “Fannar. Norse name, right?” She nodded. Rex had always been proud of his supposed Viking ancestors. “Means ‘snowdrift’,” Jim said. “No wonder it didn’t work out. Opposites. A joyful song in springtime doesn’t belong in a snowdrift. Or . . . vice versa. Now, someone like a Dorsett,” he slapped Patrick’s arm smiling in his face, despite the thousand-watt glare he was being given. “Old Anglo-Saxon name. Means ‘pleasant and sweet’.” Carol bit down on her lip to keep herself from laughing out loud. “And Patrick, a nobleman. So a sweet and pleasant nobleman would sing a joyful song in springtime a hell of a lot better than a snowdrift.” 
“Jim, your coffee’s getting cold,” Miss Mandie chuckled. With a grin at Carol and a wink at Patrick, Jim picked up his coffee, tipped it to them, and headed over to the table where his wife was sitting.
“So  . . . ” Carol said as they watched him leave.
“I now owe you coffee and a pastry,” Patrick muttered. “Sorry. That’s Jim. He and his wife Darla are my godparents. They . . . Jim’s kind of been like a dad to me.”
“I like him,” Carol said. When Patrick looked over at her, she grinned. 
“Hey kids, what can I get ya?” Miss Mandie asked, sounding exhausted and slightly put out.
“What’s up, Miss Mandie?” Carol asked. 
The woman frowned darkly and cut her eyes to the door. “Oh, a group of church folks from the mainland came in today. Apparently, they’re a gluten-intolerant group and when they looked up the island, they thought De-Floured meant it was a gluten-free bakery. Not . . . well, what it is,” she said gesturing at the pastry case with the thick binders of adult cake pictures resting on top. “Anyway. Mistakes were made. They caused a scene. I may have told them not to sit down anywhere too hard or the sticks in their asses might impale their brains, and then they left. But it kind of soured the whole day.”
“Good riddance,” Carol muttered. She bent down to study the bakery case. “Oh! What are those new pretzels you’ve got?” The connecting pieces looked like high heels, making the pretzels look like a woman’s legs wrapped around a man’s head, still wearing her heels. “I love the high heels.”
“Thanks,” Miss Mandie said, perking up. “I’m thinking of naming them, ‘Soft Her Pretzels’. I’m working on a hard pretzel version too.”
“I’ll take one of those,” Carol said, pulling her wallet out of her pocket. “And a cup of your Christmas Chaos.”
“I just made a fresh pot.” Miss Mandie was smiling now. 
“What are you doing?” Patrick asked as Carol tried to hand her card to Miss Mandie. “I told you I’d get it.”
She blinked at him. “Oh. You were serious about that?”
He chuckled. “Yeah. Put your wallet away.” Patrick ordered the same thing Carol had and they took their orders over to a booth near the door. 
They sipped and chewed in silence for a moment and then Patrick set down his pretzel and cleared his throat. “So, what do you think we should do now?” Carol raised an eyebrow at him while she sipped. “About the theater,” he added.
She nodded. “Right. Well, I don’t know about you, but I feel like an idiot. I don’t know why I thought someone could be shamed or reminisced into not being greedy.”
Patrick shook his head. “I think on the average person, it would have worked. Scott is just  . . . ”
“An asshole?” Carol asked.
“Pretty much. But I haven’t lost hope yet. There’s got to be something we haven’t thought of.”
They ate and drank in silence, both of them lost in thought. Carol was mentally scrolling through possibilities. “Well, I don’t know Scott at all, but I know what would work on me. And I’m partially dead inside.”
Patrick chuckled. “If you’re partially dead inside then I’m mostly dead inside.”
“Oh, are we playing this game now? Who’s The Deadest Inside?” Carol chuckled.
“Don’t try to play it, you’ll only embarrass yourself,” Patrick grinned. “I mean I am Scrooge.”
“Of this little island. I’m from the big city, my friend.”
“And are you saying you’re the Scrooge of Seattle?” he asked, looking doubtful.
She shrugged. “I don’t like to brag, but when it comes to Christmas, my neighbor Jeb says that I’m the thing that stole Christmas from the Grinch.” She surreptitiously picked at a piece of invisible lint on her jacket.
“Ok,” Patrick said with a shrug. “Let’s call it a stalemate. So, what’s your plan? Let’s see if it would be enough to move me too.”
“I say we get the little ones, hell, all of us as a cast, but especially the little ones, and at the cast party next weekend, we make sure Scott is there  . . . ”
“He will be,” Patrick said, nodding. “Spark tradition.”
“Ok. And we plan out an order for people to talk to him, but we plan for it to look organic. Kid, adult, teenager, older adult, kid, etc. And everyone goes up and thanks Scott for the Spark. Thank him for giving them something so amazing for Christmas, but also for the whole year. Tell him how much it means to them and where they would be if they didn’t have it. Maybe cry a little and hug him.”
Patrick sat back on his bench and just looked at her. “That’s . . . that’s diabolical. I mean . . . do we want to lay money on how many people it’ll take before Scott is in tears?”
She shook her head. “I don’t want to lay odds on it, because the universe and I are currently not on speaking terms and I’d hate for my shit karma to ruin the whole thing.”
“I don’t think the universe will even have to read through this theoretical paper. I think it can just give you an ‘A’. Because this is gonna work. No one can be an asshole to crying children who are thanking them.”
Carol sucked in air through her teeth.
“What?” he asked. 
She shook her head. “Just be careful. Saying stuff like that to the universe was how I ended up hanging Christmas lights for my ex, King Snowdrift, and his baby mama.”
“King Snowdrift?”
She chuckled. “Yeah, his first name is Rex. It means ‘king’.”
“I like Rex the Ex better,” he muttered, before upending his coffee. Carol was very thankful that with his coffee cup in the way, he couldn’t see the smile on her face.
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Patrick


Patrick was smiling as he walked home. When he tugged the zipper on his coat up, he got a whiff of Carol’s clean lemon scent and for a second he remembered having her lips on his just a few hours before on the stage. When he went looking for her to ask why she’d been so cold on the stage, he had expected some of her snarky, sassiness, or maybe to be ignored like she’d been doing most of the day before at the safety demonstration. What he hadn’t expected was the Carol Springfield he’d found. She’d been open and as she spoke, he felt like he was seeing her truly, for the first time. And his guilt and worry had started to dissolve as soon as they were at Miss Mandie’s drinking coffee with a table between them, discussing new ideas for how they could convince Scott to not torpedo the theater. Patrick frowned. He was not a pleasant man. He knew that. He’d always been quiet, preferring to listen rather than talk. After all, that was how the best dialogue was discovered and written down.  
But then when he and Maria had gotten married, he’d become quieter and then stopped writing all together. When she’d died, he’d gone from being quiet to anti-social and gruff. But even he wouldn’t be able to look at Alex or Fi, or any of the other little ones, and tell them that the theater was going away. Especially not when they were crying and looking at him with huge, sad, cartoon eyes. Especially when what they wanted was something like the Spark. The cast party barrage had to work. Scott wasn’t so jaded that he’d be able to ignore the voices of so many. The proudest he’d ever seen Scott had been when his name had been added to the Citizens of Hope sign as the owner of The Spark. The play was full of his fellow townsfolk and it would mean something to him, keeping that promise to them.
By the time he reached his street, his mind had neatly folded and put away his worries about Scott and the theater and turned back to Carol. His feet automatically began to slow. As long as he was outside his house, he could think in general terms about Carol without the heavy weight of the silently judging house around him. How had a stranger, like Carol Springfield, blown onto the island and shoved a stick of dynamite in the careful foundation of who he was? And how had she done it so easily? For five years, he’d been in a solid state. Now two weeks into her visit and he was . . . no. It wasn’t fair to blame Carol. Especially not when he was feeling this good. 
Heat was rising in his body, despite the bitterly cold wind, at the memory of catching glimpses of Carol between gaps in the costumes on the rack. He’d tried not to look, but the woman was a siren. She had curves and . . . he felt his fingers twitch in his pockets at the memory of pulling her against him for their on-stage kiss. It was acting. He was back to scowling by the time he stomped up his front steps. Carol wasn’t . . . but at least she was a friend. Just a friend. But . . . it was kind of nice, having a friend again.
The empty house was cold and still, like always. His muscle memory made him straighten the dusty stack of magazines as he went by on his way to the kitchen. He pulled his phone out of his pocket with one hand while he opened the fridge for a beer with the other. He’d forgotten to turn the ringer back on after the show and he’d missed a call from Nikki. He glanced at the time. Probably too late to call her back. He and Carol had closed down Miss Mandie’s and it was after midnight. Nikki had left a voicemail and he opened his beer on the bottle opener he’d screwed to the wall above the trash while he listened to her.
“Hey Paddy, so tomorrow afternoon is the Ice Turkey Bowling Tournament and the Scouts are all in it. Honestly, I think there’s some kind of weird flexing going on between Jake and Darcy. Anyway, Jake called in a panic tonight because he needs more dads to bowl . . . and please don’t hate me, but I told him you would. I’ll be there late to cheer you both on. With it being the end of the year, Jerry needs me to help him finish out a few client files. Anyway, love you and I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Ice turkey bowling,” Patrick groaned, leaning back against the counter. He tried to maintain his sour mood at the thought of freezing his ass off out at Hope Pond the next day, at least to keep the guilt from flaring beyond the standard low burning of his five-year-old baseline. He raised his beer to his lips to cover the smile he couldn’t stop when he thought about the fact that, at least, if the Girl Scouts were involved, he might see Carol Springfield there.
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For one horrible minute, Carol thought she was on a sinking ship, being dragged down. Then she pried her eyes open and immediately thought that she was in some island version of Groundhog Day. Fi was rolling around on the bed beside her, taunting Harpo, who’d figured out he could just drag them off the bed by pulling on the bedding. He had a mouthful of blankets and was almost to the door by the time Fi’s excited squeals had her peeling both eyes open. Carol sighed as she felt the bed slide away from her. She held her pillow to her head as she braced for impact on the floor and for a minute had a vision of Harpo dragging her through the kitchen, all the way to his doggie door and then getting her hips and ass jammed in it as he tried to take her into the backyard and bury her.  
“Island life,” she muttered.
“Harpo, no,” Fi yelled, somewhat lessening the severity of her rebuke by giggling her way through telling the dog off. Then Carol felt Fi’s head knock against hers as she flopped down next to Carol on the floor.
“Morning Auntie Car-Car,” she whispered with a lot of wind and spit in Carol’s ear. And whispered was definitely a loose term at the moment.
“Mmmph,” Carol grunted.
“Give Auntie Car a break, Fi,” Mari called from the kitchen. “She was up late.” Fi and Harpo had made her conscious, that comment from Mari made her alert. Had Mari . . . how had . . . had someone called and said they saw her and Patrick at Miss Mandie’s? Carol squeezed her eyes shut. But now Fi’s hand was patting Carol’s forehead.
“I’m sorry Auntie Car, are you still sleepy?” Carol opened a bleary eye to glare at Fi. In response, Fi giggled and Harpo started licking Carol’s bare feet where they stuck out of the bottom of the blanket.
“Alright, you two hobgoblins,” Carol groaned, “I’m up. Consider your mission accomplished.”
“Yeay!” Fi cried, getting to her feet and climbing over Carol.
Carol had played this game before and it was always best if she just remained very still. Even so, Fi managed to kick her in the shin as she leaped over her. She and Harpo barreled out of the room and Carol sat up with a groan.
“Rough night?” Mari chuckled from the doorway.
Carol glared up at her. “Rough morning. That duo would make a mint if they licensed their services to the people who destroy their alarm clocks in their sleep.” She rolled to her hands and knees and grumbled as she got to her feet. “They’d be neck-and-neck in sales with those alarm clocks that have the part that flies around the room and won’t shut off until the person gets up, catches it, and sticks it back together.”
“Always good to have side hustle options in today’s economy,” Mari said. Carol could hear the amusement in her voice but she kept her back to her, taking her time in picking up the bedding and putting it back on the bed. “So, what kept you out so late last night?”
And there it was.
Carol shrugged. There was no point in lying to Mari. She always knew when Carol wasn’t telling her the whole truth and she’d browbeat it out of her eventually anyway. “I went for coffee with Patrick.”
“Really?” Whatever Mari had been expecting, apparently it wasn’t that.
Carol nodded. “Yeah. It was no big deal. We were trying to come up with another way to get Scott to reconsider selling the theater.”
Mari sighed and Carol heard her pad softly into the room behind her. She felt her hand on her back before Mari leaned over and kissed Carol on the cheek. “You know,” she said with a sigh as she slumped down onto the bed so she could face Carol. “When I invited you out here for the holidays, I didn’t mean to make you work the whole time you were here. Looking after Fi, putting together and participating in all of these goofball holiday events, being in a play with almost no rehearsal time or preparation, helping with costumes, and now trying to save the theater in a place where you don’t even live?”
Carol shrugged. “What’s family for?”
And then Mari started to cry.
“Mar? What is it?” Carol asked, sitting down beside her.
Mari shook her head. “I just . . . I’m so selfish.”
Carol blinked at her. “What? Mari, why would you think that?”
“You didn’t want to come here. I begged and pleaded, so you came out. I begged you to do all this stuff with Fi’s troop, you didn’t want to, but you did it anyway. You didn’t want to be in the show, I asked you to do it, and you did it. I’m a terrible person.”
Carol chuckled as she put her arms around Mari. “Mar, I think you’ve known me long and well enough to know that I’m a Scrooge during the holidays.”
She sniffled hard and shook her head. “You weren’t always. You used to love Christmas.”
Carol shrugged. “Yeah, well things change. And that’s ok.”
“But  . . . “
“I don’t mind doing things with Fi. In fact, I love doing things with Fi. And well . . . you’re ok I guess.” Mari chuckled and Carol put an arm around her, squeezing her to her side. “And even though I think I might need a cat scan for saying this, I’m starting to like this weird town. And the play? Being back in the theater, it’s . . . it’s like seeing an old friend and trying to remember why we drifted apart.”
“Really?” Mari asked. Her eyes were shining with tears, but they were bright and her expression was so hopeful.
“Really,” Carol said, getting to her feet and reaching down to pull Mari up with her. They heard the phone in the kitchen ring and Fi answered it.
“Mom! It’s Troop Leader Darcy! She wants to talk to you or Auntie Car-Car!”
Mari and Carol locked eyes. “Rock, paper, scissors?” Mari asked.
Carol shook her head. “Nooope. I had to talk to her the last time and I ended up having to create a safety demonstration. You’re up at bat, slugger.” Mari groaned, but she dragged her feet out to the kitchen and Mari heard her get half a hello in before she fell silent. She couldn’t hear the words, but she could hear the buzz of Darcy’s bossy tone. From the speed she was going, Carol was starting to wonder if Darcy had gotten her painkillers mixed up with speed or cocaine.
“But . . . it’s Sunday,” Mari said and Carol didn’t miss the sharp note in her voice that to anyone who’d ever met Mari knew meant, “you’re being an asshole, let me talk”. “But  . . .”
Carol sat down at the kitchen table across from Fi who grinned at her and pointed to the box of Lucky Charms. Carol nodded and Fi decided to pour the bowl of cereal for Carol, which is how she ended up with a bowl full to the brim of cereal and overflowing onto the table around her.
“Whoops! That’s too much luck. Better put some back,” Fi said, scooping up the excess and stuffing it back in the box.
“I’ll see if she’s available, but  . . . “ Mari snapped into the phone. Carol and Fi turned to watch her and after a moment, Mari’s face turned red and she slammed the receiver back on the wall.
“So . . . I don’t suppose she was calling to announce that she’s decided to join a convent and take a vow of silence, was she?” Carol asked, pouring milk on her cereal. Mari was silent and after a minute, Carol looked up and met her gaze. Mari was angry, but also looked like she was working herself up to ask Carol for something. Carol sighed. “What’s on today’s troop docket of mandatory activities?”
Mari lowered her gaze. “The Ice Turkey Bowling Tournament. She needs one more adult to join the girls’ team. I’d do it in a heartbeat, but  . . . “
Carol raised an eyebrow at her. “But what?”
Mari sighed. “But, I already volunteered to help with Miss Mandie’s . . . Mrs. Claus Bash. It was supposed to be last night but too many of the members were going to the show, so it got moved to today. They . . . I . . . joined the Wild Oats Club.”
“Really? Carol asked.
Mari’s face was now turning red for a very different reason. “Yeah. I . . . Fi’s not the only one trying to make friends out here. And Miss Mandie invited me when I told her about Jack and she mentioned it again this week and I just said yes.” She sighed. “Now I wish I hadn’t . . . I was hoping that today could just be a relaxing day for you and Fi. Eat some junk food, order a pizza, watch too many movies and I’d come home to the two of you groaning on the couch in a fake cheese coma.”
“As awesome as that sounds,” Carol said. “And trust me, at this moment, I’m wishing that whatever slob thought up whatever ‘Ice Turkey Bowling’ is had just called in sick that day; you should go to the Wild Oats thing. Fi and I will be fine. I mean, how bad can it be? We’ve gift-wrapped at breakneck speed, dressed as a polyester tree in a parade that I’m sure I’ll see again in hell, and flung flaming marshmallows. We can go bowl with turkeys or . . . however that works.” Fi and Mari descended on Carol and the sandwich hug almost ended up with Carol’s cereal spoon going up Mari’s nose. “A little warning next time, girls,” Carol wheezed as they tightened their grip on her. “It doesn’t sound like any of us have time for a spoon-ectomy from our frontal cortexes this morning.”
Carol was dressed and heading out the door with Fi and Mari when a thought crossed her mind. If this was a Girl Scouts thing . . . she tried to keep her nonchalant façade in place as all three of them burrowed their faces behind their scarves and the collars of their coats while they stomped through the cold. “So, why is Darcy so hell-bent on having the Girl Scouts do this insane activity?”
“She’s a single-minded maniac,” Mari muttered. “She said the Boy Scouts are competing and they’ve beaten them in the tournament for the last three years and the girls’ troop already ‘pledged to raise at least a hundred donated food items’, whatever that means, and that they have to have a full team, or they forfeit.”
“Awesome,” Carol said, trying to keep the smile off her face. So, the Boy Scouts would be there. Maybe along with all the adults that usually accompanied them  . . . 
They walked Mari all the way to De-Floured. A dual-purpose trip because Mari was supposed to meet the other Wild Oats there and Carol and Fi wanted coffee and hot chocolate. Instead of Miss Mandie, a skinny teenager was behind the counter taking orders.
“Hi Bart,” Mari said when they entered. “Is Miss Mandie in the back?”
The teen shook his head. “Nope. She’s running the Tipple Shack up at the Ice Turkey Tournament this morning.”
“The what?” Mari and Carol asked.
“It’s one of the little ice fishing shacks up in the park. She serves hot toddies and Irish coffees and hot apple cider for the kids while everyone’s bowling.”
“But,” Mari said with a frown. “What about the Mrs. Claus bash?”
“Oh, the others are already in the kitchen working. She’ll be back in time for the actual event. You can head back to help. They’re still mixing up cake batter. The cake sculpture this year is going to be a thing of beauty,” Bart said with a sigh.
They said goodbye to Mari, got their orders, and Fi and Carol headed back out into the cold.
“Miss Mandie is going to make a fortune today,” Carol muttered to Fi as they clung close together, teeth chattering in the wind.
Luckily, Hope State Park had lots of state-mandated signs pointing the way. It was a bit of a walk, but there was a steady stream of other Hope-ians heading that way as well as plenty of mainlanders including a twenty or thirty-person crew of German tourists. They seemed confused as to what the event was, but Carol’s German was so rusty, she didn’t trust herself to try to explain. Not to mention the fact that despite Fi’s rambling explanation, she was still pretty foggy on the rules herself.
When they got to the top of the hill, Carol and Fi paused to take in the site in front of them. Over a hundred people were standing around the edge of the frozen pond. Out on the ice, bowling “lanes”, had been constructed out of ropes laying less than straight on the ice. The crowd coming behind Carol and Fi jostled them forward as they headed down the hill and started searching the crowd for the other Girl Scouts. The pond was surrounded by trees, interrupted at random intervals by tiny, cedar cabins. Carol could see a twist of smoke coming from the one nearest the pond. No doubt Miss Mandie’s Tipple Shack. She made a mental note to stop by after finding the rest of the Girl Scouts, but before she had to stick her hand up the frozen ass of a dead turkey. They spotted the Boy Scouts first and Fi called to Alex who was standing with Nikki and . . . Carol swallowed hard. Patrick looked tired, but he nodded at her when they approached, the corners of his mouth twitching upward a fraction of an inch. 
“Fancy seeing you here,” Nikki said. “It’s almost like it’s not a coincidence. Wait, do you hear that?” Nikki paused and cupped her hand around her ear as if she was listening for something. “Is that . . . could it be . . .  the screaming bellow of Darcy Middleton, barking orders from her traction bars?” Carol tapped her nose to tell Nikki she’d nailed it. Nikki chuckled. “Well, don’t feel too special. Jake pulled the same thing on Patrick. Well, Jake pulled it on me, and in turn, I had to pull it on Patrick. But hey, what are little sisters for?” She looked down at her watch. “Ok, I’ve got to get to the office, so everyone . . . turkey good, or bowl that ice . . . or whatever.” 
They all paused to watch as Thomas Bumble wheezed his way by them, pushing a wheelbarrow full of frozen solid turkeys and Cornish hens, shrink-wrapped in their icy plastic. He paused by each wooden bin, hefted a turkey and three Cornish hens out of the wheelbarrow, and set them on the overturned wooden bin at the end of each “lane”. 
“Rack ’em up,” the old man Patrick had called Dalton called from one side of the pond. He was wearing a hunting-orange deerstalker hat with furry orange ear flaps, brown Carhartts, and a heavy plaid coat. She had to do a double take to make sure he didn’t have a shotgun broken over one arm. 
“He really gets into this doesn’t he,” Carol muttered.
“Yeah. Dalton doesn’t get to do much hunting these days. His wife is a vegan and he protested for years, but now he can’t process meat or dairy, so the joke is on him since he’s an involuntary vegan now. Frozen shrink-wrapped turkeys on Hope Pond are as close as he gets to hunting as he gets these days.”
Dalton and four other men, who Carol could hear muttering under their breaths, took slippery steps across the ice to set up five lanes worth of canned goods, each one stacked in a wonky pyramid. 
“Now,” Dalton called to the crowd. “The first rule is  . . . “ One of the other men approached Dalton and whispered something in his ear. Dalton heaved a huge, annoyed sigh and forced a smile at the crowd that looked a lot more like a grimace. “Right, welcome one and all to the twenty-seventh annual Hope Island Ice Turkey Bowling Tournament, always held here at Hope Pond, the only body of water that manages to freeze here in Hope State Park. Though, I will tell you, the ice conditions are a little iffy today so please, no one but the trained ‘wishboners’ out on the ice,” he gestured at the other men around him.
The crowd tittered and Carol shook her head, smiling. “Whoever gave them that name deserves a knighthood.” 
She heard Patrick chuckle next to her. “At the very least, a round at Fast Eddy’s.”
“Now can I go over the rules, Fred? Is that ok with you?” Dalton growled. Fred muttered something and Dalton sighed, turning back to the crowd. “The first rule is; no stepping on the ice. The edge of the ice constitutes the ‘fowl line’, that’s right, f-o-w-l.” The crowd groaned and laughed in equal measure. “The second rule is that every person on each team must bowl at least once. If a bowler scores a Butterball, also known as a ’gutterball’ which is a turkey or hen that completely misses their lane’s cans or goes over into another team’s lane, they are immediately disqualified. If you purposefully walk out onto the ice, you’re also disqualified. The wishboners are trained professionals and we know how to handle ourselves on the thickest parts, so we  . . . “
Carol snorted. “Are they screwing with us or did none of them realize how this speech sounded when they practiced it?”
“I doubt they practiced,” Patrick ground out. She turned in time to see him duck his head, trying to cover his own snort of laughter.
Dalton seemed to have noticed that something was wrong because he paused in his speech and looked out at the crowd, frowning. “Well . . . we’ve got five teams today. We’ve got the Hope Island Boy Scouts,” he paused and they cheered. “The Hope Island Girl Scouts,” Carol whistled and the girls around her screamed. “The Holy Bowlers from Hope Church, The  . . . “ Dalton frowned and glared at the scrap of paper he’d been reading the names off of. “The Li-Bowlians . . . from Hope Library . . . oh I get it. And the Fergus Family Reunion Turkey . . . Stuffers.”
“Play ball,” Patrick muttered.
To say that Ice Turkey Bowling was one of the most bizarre things Carol had ever seen would be putting it mildly. All of the other Scout moms apparently had more important things to do for the day because it was just Carol and six Girl Scouts on their team. Patrick was in the same boat with the boys. 
“Next year, I’m not answering my phone in December,” he growled, standing next to Carol, both of them with their arms crossed as they watched their Scouts bowl, using the frozen hens. The turkeys were so heavy, only the adults were able to heft the stupid things down the lane.
“Anyone need a warm-me-up?” Miss Mandie’s voice was music to Carol’s ears.
“Me, and keep them coming,” Carol muttered, turning to look at Miss Mandie.
“Seconded,” Patrick said. 
They were each two Irish coffees in when it was their turn to bowl. Carol’s frozen turkey was a modest fourteen-pounder. 
“Sure, you get the light one,” Patrick muttered.
“Wah,” Carol chuckled. “How heavy is yours?”
“Eighteen pounds,” he grunted. “But in turkey bowling, the bigger bird gets the cans.”
She wasn’t sure why, but that made her laugh. She suspected the whiskey Miss Mandie had poured in equal measures with the coffee into her drink had something to do with it. His bird was bigger, but it was turkey-shaped and flat on the bottom. It slid on the ice, but lost a lot of its momentum by the time it hit the cans, only managing to knock down a few. Carol’s turkey, on the other hand, had been stuffed into a plastic shrink-wrap bag that was way too small for it, so it had been contorted into something more ball-like. She dug her fingers into the frozen breast and performed her best, slightly tipsy, Big Lebowski Jesus impression. She could hear Patrick, the girls, and the Boy Scouts laughing behind her, so she just kept hamming it up. She made it to the edge of the ice, drew back, and followed through, sending her turkey rolling and sliding down the middle of her lane as hard as she could.
“We have our first strike!” Dalton roared as her cans tumbled. “That’s ten cans to the Girl Scouts. With a pledge of one hundred, only ninety left to go!” One of the grumbling “wishboners” sighed and came out to reset the cans. After the first round, everyone’s aim improved and other people started getting strikes and adding to their can count. The Ferguson Reunion crew was the first to get eliminated. They had a couple of wildcards that kept throwing their turkeys into the lane next to them and sliding on the ice at the edge of the pond. 
After them, the Li-Bowlians packed it in. There were only four of them and they were having more fun just throwing their turkeys whether or not they managed to hit anything. The Holy Bowlers hung in for seven rounds, but as they got more tired, they kept tiptoeing closer to the edge of the ice, eventually getting tagged out. Carol’s girls were focused. Something about their team getting the first strike seemed to have given them deep confidence in themselves and their ability to throw frozen poultry across a pond. 
But the boys were not willing to let the girls beat them. Their tactics started getting dirtier, sacrificing one of their team members so his Cornish hen could slide into the girls’ lane and knock their hen off course, keeping it from hitting the cans. There apparently weren’t “fouls” called beyond the “fowl line” in Ice Turkey Bowling, which just felt like a missed opportunity. Carol and Patrick tried to instill good sportsmanship by always taking their turns at the same time and valiantly congratulating the other on their fine bowling. After the two grumpy men serving as their “wishboners” shoved their turkeys back to them for the twelfth time with big push brooms, Carol distinctly heard one of them griping about how he could be home with a hot bowl of chili and the Bears game at that moment. 
By the time Mari and Nikki arrived, it was the tail end of the competition and most of the crowd had dispersed. Fi, Emily, Alex, and a tall kid Carol had heard Patrick call Jeremy were the only kids remaining. Emily and Jeremy bowled at the same time, which turned out to be a bad idea. Emily tripped at the edge, swung out with her arm gripping the frozen hen, slipped on the ice, and took Jeremy down with her. 
“Double out!” The wishboners called. 
“Four bowlers left. Final gobble elimination!” Dalton called. And Patrick and Carol lost it. Miss Mandie had been bringing them each a refill, but she hesitated. 
“I think you two might have had enough,” she muttered, instead handing their Irish coffees to Nikki and Mari. 
“No, please, come back, we’re sorry!” Patrick called after her.
“Please, Miss Mandie?” Carol said. “I promise, we’ll be serious about his gobbles.” Patrick was laughing again, but it was interrupted every few seconds by a hiccup. 
“Oh (hic) great,“ Patrick groaned. 
“Try ta . . . try to gobble between hiccups,” Carol said, grinning at him. “I hear that helps.” He tried to glare at her, but the hiccups were really destroying the effect.
Fi and Alex bowled again. Fi knocked down the six middle cans, and Alex knocked down seven.
“Last round,” Dalton cried. “If there’s no tie, the highest score between the two bowls will be the winner.”
Patrick and Carol hefted their turkeys and walked to the edge of the pond. 
“You’ve served me well, Dinsdale,” Carol said to her turkey.
“Dinsdale?” Patrick asked.
“It’s his name. We’ve been through a lot together.” She started giggling. “A lot of whiskey.” She tried to act serious and clear her throat. “Didn’t you name your turkey?”
“Well that’s kind of a (hic) personal question,“ Patrick muttered.
“Come on son,” Dalton yelled. “Quit screwing around. The rest of us would like to declare a winner and go home.”
It was true. There were less than a dozen people still waiting to see who won. And four of them were Nikki, Mari, Alex, and Fi, one was Miss Mandie, and then there were Dalton and his other five “wishboners” who he must have had some serious dirt on to be able to get them to stay to the end. 
Carol took a deep breath and whispered some visualization meditations to Dinsdale as she pulled her arm back. Out of her peripheral vision, she saw Patrick doing the same, though she doubted he took the time to tell his turkey that he believed in him. And it showed. Right as Patrick released, she heard him hiccup and his huge eighteen-pound Leonard (she decided) slid sideways, knocking into one side of the cans, taking four down with it. Meanwhile, she released Dinsdale like a turkey out of an airlock, strapped to a jetpack. The trajectory was just right, the wind was just right, and she’d held her mouth just right, which is to say it was hanging open because she could barely feel her face after all the whiskey. But Dinsdale knew where he was going. And it was into the Ice Turkey Bowling Hall of Fame. 
“Strike!” Dalton yelled. “Hope Island Girl Scouts win.” Though the last sentence didn’t sound as celebratory as Carol had hoped. Everyone who was left clapped a few times and then stuffed their hands into their pockets, turning back toward town. 
“See you at home,” Mari called to Carol. “Fi and I are going to Nikki’s for a minute.”
“I have the perfect thing for Mari to wear to the Mrs. Claus bash tonight,” Nikki said, bouncing on her toes.
Carol waved goodbye to them, only vaguely aware of their conspiratorial smiles. But she was too tipsy to care. The bins of canned goods had been packed up and loaded onto golf carts and wagons which were now headed down the hill, into the wind. Carol looked up at the sky just in time to get the first few splats of sleeting rain, right in the eyes. Patrick was still hiccuping somewhere nearby. 
“We (hic) we should get out of (hic) this weather.”
But Carol’s gaze had fallen on a white and blue bundle of plastic still out on the ice. “Not without Dinsdale.” She knew it probably wasn’t rational and she vaguely remembered that whiskey made her develop attachments to inanimate objects, but at the moment, she didn’t care. She was getting her champion Ice Turkey Bowling turkey. And they were going to cook him for Christmas dinner. Like a proper Viking funeral, but in the oven, with other foods stuffed up his ass. But it would be dignified. More dignified than being left to rot on some half-assed puddle, posing as a frozen pond.
“Wh-(hic) where are you going?“ Patrick called after her as she took her first slippery steps onto the ice. “Get back (hic) here! If you fall in, you’re going to (hic) freeze to death.”
“Then I’ll see you in hell,” she yelled back. “No turkey left behind. I’m getting Dinsdale.”
She was sliding around on the ice which was starting to crack and gain a sheen of water under her feet. Patrick was trying to make his way out to her, but it was just making it worse. She was five feet from Dinsdale when the piece of ice she was standing on, cracked. She heard Patrick swear behind her just before they both went under. It was difficult for her to describe just how cold the water was. Mostly, because she was sure she could feel her boobs and ass cheeks turning to icicles. The pond wasn’t as shallow as she thought. She couldn’t touch the bottom and in horror, but a horror she was resigned to, she watched Dinsdale drop into the water in front of her, out of reach as it slowly sank to the murky depths below. 
You don’t want to die in a pond on Hope Island after winning an Ice Turkey Bowling tournament. Especially if Patrick is going to die with you because he tried to save your drunk ass. That was enough to get her moving. But before she could turn and try to get to him, she felt an arm around her waist, pulling her upward. She tried to kick and dog paddle to help them get to the edge of the pond more quickly. They both came up gasping and shivering. The sleeting rain had turned to snow around them, frosting the grass and doing its best to freeze over the hole they’d put in the pristine icy surface of the pond. 
“W-we need t-to get s-somewhere warm,” Carol chattered. 
“C-come on,” Patrick grunted beside her, helping her to her feet. The park around them was deserted. Everyone else had been in a hurry to get out of the weather. Probably because they still had their wits about them and hadn’t drunk too much of Miss Mandie’s Irish coffee. 
They stumbled, their arms around each other, towards the Tipple Shack.
“Sh-she left,” Carol stuttered between bouts of teeth-chattering shivers. “I-I saw her.”
“We h-have to get in-inside, or we cou-could catch hypothermia.”
She was sober now. He was right. They reached the back door of the little shack, and Patrick tugged on the handle. They let out a collective groan of thanks when the door opened. Apparently, in her haste to leave, Miss Mandie hadn’t paused to lock the door. 
The inside of the shack was still warm, but cooling fast. The fire in the wood stove was down to embers and Carol knelt to pull logs from the shelf beside it. She handed them to Patrick, who shoved a few inside and stirred the embers until they caught. They both breathed a sigh of relief when the glow of the fire and the warmth started to fill the cabin.
They stood in silence in front of it, warming their hands and shivering for a few minutes.
“Well, I d-don’t have the hi-hiccups anymore,” Patrick muttered.
“I gu-guess f-falling in a frozen pond is one way to g-get rid of them,” Carol agreed.
Patrick dropped his gaze to look at his own sodden clothes. “We n-need to get these clothes off.”
Despite the bone-deep cold, Carol felt a nervous flair of heat wash over her as she swallowed hard. 
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Carol


“Uh  . . . ” Carol was starting to wish this part had come before the sobering swim in freezing water. 
“H-Here,” Patrick said, squishing across the room in his wet clothes to pull an old plaid blanket off the tiny camp bed in the corner. “A-and I’ll turn around.” He handed her the blanket and turned his back to her. Carol looked down at herself, doing her best to hide the embarrassed smile on her face as she held the blanket. It was surprisingly soft for spending its life gathering dust in a tiny cabin that, from the looks of it, was infrequently used at best.
“We-we’re lucky Miss M-Mandie wasn’t a G-Girl Scout,” Carol stammered as she set the blanket down beside her and started unzipping her soaked coat.
“Wh-why’s that?” Patrick asked.
“Sh-she didn’t stir and douse, and s-stir the fire in the stove be-before she left. I d-don’t see any m-matches or anything w-we could have used to start a n-new fire if sh-she had.”
She tugged her jacket and boots off but paused when she got to her sweater. Was she really about to strip down in the same room with Patrick Dorsett? The thought made her heart start pounding in her chest. Get a grip. Be an adult about this. He is. You’ll get hypothermia if you don’t take them off. Just do it. Instead of arguing with the voice, she tried not to think too much as she stripped off her sweater and flannel-lined leggings. She checked to make sure his back was still turned and then moved across the room, still shivering to the little sink on the far wall. She wrung her clothes out the best she could, but she was still freezing. She looked down at her bra and panties and stifled an inner groan. They were cream-colored and soaked, so they were already see-through and just another layer of cold and wet against her already clammy skin. There was a wooden rail next to the stove and she draped her clothes over it, every few minutes glancing over at Patrick to make sure his back was still turned. He was quiet, but she could see him shiver violently every few seconds. She needed to hurry. With her outer clothes hung up, she took a deep breath, unhooked her bra, and stepped out of her panties. She wrung them out, hung them up, and wrapped the blanket around herself.  She set her boots next to the fire and took a deep breath.
“Ok, your turn,” she said quickly, moving over to the camp bed and turning her back to him. She could hear him moving behind her, but she kept her gaze on the little bed. It had a pillow and a threadbare sheet on it, but there wasn’t another blanket for him. A creeping panic descended on her. He wouldn’t have anything to cover up with. She looked around the cabin desperate to find anything. A towel? A tarp? She could give him the blanket and she’d happily use a tarp . . . if there was one.  But there was nothing. Not even an apron had been left behind by Miss Mandie. She stared at the bed. There was only one solution she could think of so they could both keep warm and not die of exposure and have to explain why the other had died, naked, and in a state park cabin while the other one survived. The movement behind her had stopped but she could still hear the faint shifting of Patrick shivering. Time to take charge, Carol. She squared her shoulders. “There’s only one blanket. I think we only have one option to keep us both warm.” She moved over to the camp bed, held her breath as she unwound the blanket, and climbed onto the narrow bed. She made sure she was fully covered before she motioned him over without looking at him.
For a moment, there was just silence and Carol felt herself mentally start bracing for rejection. She’d done it before. She could do it now. She could just . . . rewrap herself in the blanket. Or give him the blanket and the bed and just . . . put on her cold, wet clothes and hope she made it home before she froze. The sleeting rain and snow mix was still coming down outside the cabin’s tiny window.
“A-are you sure?” Patrick asked, his voice barely above a whisper.
“Yeah,” she said quickly. “Unless you can think of a better way for us both to stay warm while our clothes dry? I’d say we could cut the blanket in half, but I didn’t see scissors or any other kind of cutting tool around here.” He hesitated. “I’m not looking or anything,” Carol said, thankful her bravado was at least holding its ground in her voice if nowhere else, “but I can hear you shivering.”
She heard him sigh, or . . . was that a sharp inhale? She kept her eyes closed as she felt the blanket rustle beside her. She turned on her side to face the wall and give him as much room as possible on the bed. She felt it dip behind her and then the bed vibrated as he shivered.
“Do . . . do you have enough of the blanket?” she asked, well aware that she still had more than he did.
“Y-yeah . . . I’m fine.”
She rolled her eyes. “No, you’re not. I’m betting your butt is hanging out and you’re trying to figure out in your head how long it will take for it to physically freeze and fall off.” She shook her head and moved the blanket toward him. “You’re not going to get warm if you can’t keep in your body heat.” She felt him tug the blanket around him and clamped her mouth shut to keep from protesting that now she didn’t have any.
“But now you don’t have any,” He rumbled. His voice sounded deeper now. She wasn’t sure if it was because he was so close or because he was lying down, or because he was naked. Though the last thought sent a thrill through her that she hadn’t felt since she was an overly hormonal college kid.
“I-I’m fine,” she lied, trying to force herself not to shiver.
He sighed. “This is ridiculous. We’re both adults and this is a life-or-death situation. Come here.”
Carol blinked at the wall. “Come where? We’re crammed onto a single bed in a tiny cabin. I’m already ‘here’. If I come any closer  . . . ”
“We’ll be touching. Which is the only way we’re both going to be able to keep covered and share body heat enough to keep our temperatures up, at least until the fire is hot enough to heat the room.” Carol took a deep breath and inched her way back toward him. She felt her skin touch his and she froze. It was his bare shoulders and back. She felt him take a jagged breath at the same time she did, trying to remember the last time she was skin-to-skin with a man. Even just back-to-back. They were both resolutely trying to keep their legs and lower halves from touching, but it wasn’t easy with only inches between them.
“So,” Carol said, squeezing her eyes shut when she heard her voice crack, “come here often?” Probably not the best word choice considering their situation, but it was the first thing that sprang into her head when she thought, defuse the tension. Say something. She could still feel Patrick shivering behind her. “I think you got hit harder with the effects of the cold than I did,” she said softly. “You were in your wet clothes longer. And . . . I have a lot more . . . padding than you do.” It was true. Carol wasn’t a size two but she liked her body. It had been with her through everything. Her feet had walked her away from the wreckage of her life. Her head had held itself high in front of Rex and his parents and everyone who’d stared at her when they found out what had happened. Her hands had resisted the urge to strangle him. And just the week before, she’d been walking through town, dropped her phone, and caught a guy checking her out when she bent over to pick it up. She was who she was.
“I’m ok,” Patrick said quietly. He felt like a statue behind her, a comparison not helped by his clammy skin. She turned her head to look at him. Every muscle that she could see was clenched.
“I think we need to ‘Barefoot in the Park’ this situation,” Carol said firmly. We’re both actors. We’ve had to be in bed with other actors on stage before. She’d never been naked and in bed with another actor before. But, hey, the rules still apply.
“What do you mean?” He asked through gritted teeth. He was still shivering.
“Remember, in Barefoot in the Park, the couple, Paul and Corie just have a single bed in their tiny apartment and he says ‘tonight we’ll be sleeping left to right?”
“Y . . . yeah  . . . ” She wasn’t sure if he’d meant for it to sound like a question, but when he turned his head to meet her gaze, she could see the strain on his face as he fought some internal battle.
She sighed and rolled over to lay behind him. “You said it. We’re adults. Body heat. Then stove heat. Then dry clothes and we’re out of here. So, for now, let’s just focus on step one.” She wished she felt half as confident as she sounded. Would . . . would he cringe at feeling her body’s contours behind him? Would he pull away? He was used to the slim lines of a model. Stop thinking about this like you’re lovers. Body heat, woman. Just suck it up.
She held her breath as she moved closer to him until their skin touched.  The feel of his skin against her breasts and abdomen made her thoughts start to shift from life-saving mode. God, had laying skin-to-skin with someone always felt this incredible? Beside her, Patrick took a shuddering breath. He was still cold. She reached a tentative hand out to touch his bicep. “Is . . . I can rub your arm to create some friction to help warm you up?” It sounded so awkward that she bit down on her bottom lip as punishment.
“I . . . I’m so sorry about all this,” he said, his voice soft. “I . . . I didn’t plan this.”
Carol frowned at him. “You mean you didn’t plan for me to drink a bunch of Miss Mandie’s Irish coffees, over-throw my frozen turkey which I apparently became very emotionally attached to, win the tournament, and then feel the bizarre need to go retrieve said turkey, fall through the ice, pull you in with me, soak us both, have Miss Mandie leave the cabin unlocked, and then end up naked in bed with you under the only blanket?”
Patrick chuckled. “No, I did plan that. I mean, the plan was so simple.”
Carol grinned. In a lot of ways, she and Patrick had a similar sense of humor. “Then what didn’t you plan for?”
He shook his head. “To put you in this . . . compromising position.”
She was glad he was turned away from her and couldn’t see her smile. “Eh, it’s not so bad. You’re not shivering so much now.” She tentatively rested her hand on his bicep and quickly rubbed his skin. He shuddered and she paused. “Sorry . . . I . . . you’re probably warm enough now.” She pulled away from him and turned over to face the window again. This was an emergency situation. What did you expect?
“Carol,” he whispered. She glanced over her shoulder to see him looking at her. He opened his mouth as if he was about to ask something but he hesitated and she saw him push the thought away. “A-are you Rose Fielding?”
He’s thinking of his wife. Her favorite author. She faced the wall again. “Yeah. That was my pen name back in another life . . . when I used to write books.”
“Romances, right?” he asked, his voice still softer than she was used to. This was Patrick Dorsett, after all. The grumpy guy who’d glared at her on the ferry, avoided her, ignored her, and finally only begrudgingly accepted her as a co-conspirator to save a theater. Why did he sound . . . like he was really asking?
“Yeah,” she said. She chuckled and shook her head. “Really bad romances.”
“I don’t think they’re bad,” he said quickly, and she didn’t miss the note of defensiveness in his voice.
She turned her head to look at him. “You . . . you’ve read them?” That day in the bookstore, she’d seen him chuckle at her titles, but she just assumed he was laughing at her and taking the books home for his wife . . . who she only later found out had actually been gone for five years  . . . 
She saw a fresh flush of color wash over Patrick’s face, and he dropped his gaze from her face. “A . . . a couple of them.”
Now it was her turn to blush. “Which . . . which ones?”
“Uh, I liked the Scottish one  . . . ”
“Putting the ‘Tart’ in Tartan?” she asked, gaping at him. Patrick Dorsett had actually read the drivel she used to write? And not just the drivel, the Scottish bodice-ripper? She faced the wall again, trying to figure out how fast she could run, naked, if she just crawled out the window and took off. She’d be lighter without her clothes, but . . . 
“My favorite though,” his voice was a whisper, stirring the hair by her ear. “Was The Farmer in Adele.”
He was so close, and she was already way more turned on than she should be. It had just been too long. Her body was revolting. It was coming out of hibernation with a vengeance and she had to get a handle on it.
“R-really?” she breathed. Your breath is too breathy. Lock that shit down before it gets out of control. This naked body heat thing is a life-saving measure. Nothing more.
She felt him shift on the bed and when she glanced back at him, it was to meet his gaze and the sight of his collarbone, the top of one bare shoulder and his pecs, peeking out from the blanket. For a moment, Carol couldn’t breathe. She felt like she’d somehow fallen into the body of one of her characters in one of her terrible novels. Moments like this didn’t happen to Carol Springfield. She was never the one lying naked in a tiny bed with someone like Patrick Dorsett. But, here she was. And the intensity in his gaze made her tremble.
“You’re the one who’s still cold,” he said. He started to inch toward her, but hesitated. “Is . . . Can I help? Is . . . Do you want me to  . . . ”
She felt herself nod. What are you doing? Yeah, you’re a little cold, but this is playing with fire!
She turned her face to the wall again as she felt him move in behind her until his bare chest was flush against her back.
“So . . . uh, wh-why is The Farmer in Adele your favorite?” she asked, feeling her voice travel several octaves higher than it usually was.
“I . . . is it ok if I . . . I can feel the goosebumps on your arm. Can I help warm you up?”
She nodded quickly and tried not to gasp when she felt the warm skin of his palms on her arm, applying pressure, first in quick strokes, making the blood rush to her skin, but then in slower, more languid strokes. “I guess . . . I like the characters,” he said. She was confused until she remembered her earlier question that she’d tried to use to distract herself as much as him from their awkward situation.
“Huh,” she said, trying to keep her mind on the book, remembering the plot and the characters. “John was fun to write. He . . . anytime you can write a farm boy who likes to bare-knuckle box at the local dive bar for drinking money, but also likes to knit for the calming, repetitive motion on nights when his old war injury and memories come back to him, it’s a good time.”
“Yeah, but I meant Adele,” Patrick said dismissively. “Just giving her boss the middle finger one day after being passed over for a promotion she’d earned. And then just walking away from the no-life she’d had because she’d worked twenty hours a day to get the promotion she didn’t get. The scene where she’s just staring around at the boxes in her studio apartment, realizing she never did get around to buying much furniture and she starts laughing and crying at the irony of it since she doesn’t have a job anymore and she’s going to have to move. But . . . instead of crumbling, she just gets up, takes a backpack, and . . . walks away from it all. Takes the first Greyhound bus from the first bus stop she walks by, to wherever it’s going. Takes a job at the roadside diner, crashes on a coworker’s couch, and . . . just rebuilds a life for herself. Again. That’s . . . that’s strength.”
Carol didn’t know what to say. Hearing her made-up characters talked about by someone like Patrick, and as if they were . . . real people . . . that he actually admired? Strange was an understatement.
He sighed behind her, and she felt his hand slip off her arm and trail over her side. “Whoops, sorry,” he said quickly, moving his hand back to her arm.
“It’s ok,” she whispered. What are you doing? Her brain was screaming at her, but her body was screaming louder. “You can . . . it  . . . it felt nice.”
“Really?” His warm breath on the back of her neck made her shiver and she felt him close more of the already small gap between them. She sucked in a sharp breath when she felt his fingers trail down her side and over her hip.
“What . . . what’s your favorite book you’ve ever written?” he asked. She heard his voice crack and he quickly covered it with a throat clear.
She hesitated. Are you going to tell him that at the time, you liked each one as you wrote it, but now you hate all of them and wish you’d never written them? “I . . . I don’t have one.” His hand stilled.
“Too hard to pick one?” he asked.
She shook her head. “No. It’s   . . . ” Her brain sighed, and bowed its consent. Might as well. In for a penny, in for a pound. “To be completely honest. I . . . I kind of hate all of the books I’ve written.”
“What? Why?” She could hear the disbelief in his voice and it made her want to smile. Oh, Patrick. You are a writer’s dream. Are you sure you’re real? He must not be much of a reader if he thought her books were good. If there was nothing for him to compare them to, then maybe she could see a parallel dimension where someone like him could think they were good.
“Because they’re romantic drivel. They’re full of clichés.”
He chuckled. “So is life. Cliches are just regular occurrences that happen so regularly that people get sick of them. But that’s life, isn’t it? We get excited about something when it’s different, but if it’s too different, we feel lost. We cling to clichés. They’re . . . comforting. Besides, ‘cliché’ isn’t the first word that springs to mind when I think about your books.”
She chuckled. “What is the first word?”
“I . . . can’t say it,” Patrick muttered.
“Shit?” she asked.
He laughed and the rumble in his chest vibrated through her where their skin was touching. “No. Why wouldn’t I be able to say ‘shit’? You’ve heard me say ‘shit’ before. In fact, you heard me say ‘shit’ a lot today. It’s the whiskey. Brings out my swear mouth.”
Now Carol was laughing. “Oh, ‘shit’ is a swear word? Ruh-roh, Raggy. I don’t even have a setting for ‘shit’. It’s just normal conversation for me now. It sits in my ‘everyday vocabulary’ between ‘ass’ and ‘frolic’.”
“Apparently your vocabulary isn’t alphabetized,” he muttered. “And ‘frolic’ is an everyday word?”
“What, you only bring your ‘frolic’ out for your drive to church on Sundays?” she asked, nudging back against him. And then she felt it. Her ass brushed against his package and they both took a sharp breath.
“Uh . . . I . . . rarely use ‘frolic’  . . . ” he said. But he didn’t move away from her and Carol could barely think. She could feel every contour against her bare skin and her nerves felt like they were on fire with the sensation.
“You’re . . . more of a . . . cajoler?” she breathed, feeling her naughty streak trying to assert itself. Her hips swayed on their own, brushing against him again. What the hell are you doing? He didn’t ask for this. You’re  . . . 
But then she heard him groan behind her and his hand was back on her hip, holding her still. See? He just wants you to stop. Or . . . was he was just holding her against him?
“If  . . ,” his voice was ragged, along with his breathing and his warm breath on her neck and ear was making it a hell of a lot harder to fight the desire pulsing through her. “If this was a scene in one of your books . . . what would happen next?”
For the first time in three years, Carol felt the fearless, college kid inside her take the wheel. “Do you want me to tell you? Or do you want me to show you?” She felt his hold tighten on her, his fingers trail along her belly, his palm flat against her abdomen as he pulled her against him.
“Show me,” he whispered.
She turned her head to look at him and the intensity in his eyes drove her over the edge. She kicked the closet door open in her head, shoved the annoying voice of reason inside on a time-out, purposefully avoided reading the shelf labels, and slammed the door shut. She attacked his lips with a passion she hadn’t felt in years. He’d awoken something so dormant inside her, for a moment she was worried she was coming off like the evil awakening in The Mummy. She tried to push that thought away. At first, she pretended she was a character in her book who only existed on the page for the scenes she put them there, who only had the feelings and backstory that she gave them. No consequences if she didn’t want them to exist. And only living to appear in other scenes if she wanted them to. And Patrick . . . she had a fleeting thought that maybe he was experiencing something similar. He was holding her like a man lost at sea for five years would hold onto solid ground. She could feel his cock growing hard under her and the heat pooling between her legs. Her hips bucked against his and he groaned. The sound made her nipples hard. She needed to see him. She shifted on the bed so she could turn. His lips found hers and he was pulling her against him. She threw her leg over his hip and pressed her breasts into his chest. He was panting, his warm breath setting her skin on fire as he moved down her neck. His hands cradled her breasts and she moaned. But it wasn’t until she felt his mustache and the scratch of his beard on her breast as he locked his lips greedily around her nipple that she started to cry out in pleasure. The bed squeaked beneath them as she pulled him on top of her.
“Carol,” he breathed into her skin as he slid inside her.
“Oh my god, Patrick,” she whispered. “You feel . . . amazing.”
She wasn’t sure how long they lasted. Time felt like it had stopped as three years of a death-like sleep were peeled away from her, replaced by the warm, searching hands and hot mouth trailing kisses over her, and the feeling of Patrick Dorsett, moving inside her. They chased their completion and she was the first one to reach it. She was smiling as tears leaked out of the corners of her eyes. She tumbled over the edge, remembering racing him on that early morning jog, what felt like so long ago. And then he came, and the feeling, so deep inside her, sent her spilling over the edge in a second round of sensation. They were both breathing hard and she shifted, so he could collapse next to her on the bed.
“That  . . . ” Carol breathed.
“Was amazing,” he finished.
She was smiling, her eyes closed, riding the wave of bliss that she’d forgotten was even possible for her to feel. As hard as she tried, she couldn’t remember ever feeling with Rex the way she felt, lying next to Patrick. She felt his fingertips trail along her cheek and she opened her eyes to look at him. He was smiling as he looked down at her, moving a stray piece of hair to tuck behind her ear.
“If this is a scene from one of your books, I definitely want to read it,” he said, his voice soft as he lowered his lips to kiss her. Her body hummed, and for the first time, her brain wasn’t making sarcastic comments about his sincerity or the tender way he was kissing her, or the way she was gently running her fingers through his hair and beard. She was just . . . being with him.
And then Carol’s phone started ringing. She glanced across the room, debating whether or not she should throw it outside or just let its battery die.
“I’ll get it,” he said, carefully disentangling himself from her and slipping out from under the blanket. The room around them was warm with the glow from the stove. He reached into Carol’s coat pocket and pulled out her phone. “I’m actually kind of impressed that it wasn’t damaged when we fell in the pond.”
She shrugged as he handed it to her. “We live in Washington. You’re either going to drop your phone in a puddle on the sidewalk, a river, or the ocean.” She was doing her best to keep her gaze above the waist as she watched him, but she was having a hard time not getting distracted.
“Oh, and which one was it for you before you decided to get this . . . funky waterproof case?” he asked.
“Toilet,” she said. She forced herself to detach her eyes from the beautifully tempting specimen of a man in front of her and look down at the screen. Her phone had stopped ringing now and she saw the caller had been Mari. And she’d left a voicemail. She punched it up and put the phone to her ear to listen. She was only slightly disappointed when Patrick didn’t climb back into bed with her. Instead, he moved over to the railing by the door to check how dry their clothes were. She was infinitely thankful that she wasn’t on a live call with Mari because she was so distracted by the sight in front of her that she had to listen to the voicemail three times before its meaning set in.
“Hey Car, I really hope you’re safe somewhere in a bar with Mr. Scrooge or something. Or even better, over getting coffee from Bart with Mr. Scrooge, because I need to leave in a half hour for that Mrs. Claus thing and I was hoping you could stay with Fi?”
“Shit,” Carol said, throwing off the blanket and getting up. She was across the room and to her clothes before she realized Patrick was watching her. “Sorry, Mari needs me to watch Fi tonight while she goes to that Mrs. Claus bash thing.” She paused and looked at him. His gaze was dark and he was still smiling. She felt her heart stutter in her chest. Never in her life had she felt as vulnerable but still as powerful as she did at that moment. He was looking at her like she was the only thing he could see. As if everything else in the world was a myth and the only thing real, was Carol. “What is it?” she asked.
He shook his head slowly, never taking his eyes off her. “Your ex is an idiot.”
And then she was kissing him. Kissing him with everything she had as she felt something inside her start to shift back into place, like a bone being set. Her phone beeped again and they both groaned as they pulled away from each other.
“Clothes aren’t dry,” he said, glancing back at them. “But they’re better than they were.”
And then they were dressed. They carefully put out the fire in the cabin, and then made their way home. They were quiet as they walked, but it was a companionable quiet; a peace that Carol couldn’t remember ever feeling before had settled over her. The wet sleet had turned to fat flakes that didn’t stick once they hit the ground, but still turned the town around them into a winter wonderland. The smells and sights of Christmas combined with the euphoria pulsing through her almost made her giddy. Damn it, she felt like frolicking.
“Home again,” he said when they came to a stop in front of Mari’s house. Carol turned to smile at him.
“You know, if you’re bored tonight, I think Fi and I are going to order a pizza and watch way too many movies.”
Patrick smiled at her. “That definitely sounds like a good time, but I have a standing Sunday dinner date with Jim and Darla. And if you think godparents aren’t as demanding as regular parents, Darla will prove that theory wrong. Once I was twenty minutes late and she was out the door with a spatula in her hand, coming to hunt me down.”
“Well, I wouldn’t want her to have to go big game hunting for you. It’s not great weather for it.” She wanted to kiss him, but they were exposed in the street and she could feel his unease in the way he shifted his weight. “Well, I’ll let you get inside and get some actual dry clothes.” She smiled. “Thank you . . . for everything.”
“Thank you,” he said. With a final intense look and a half-smile, he turned and crossed the street to his house.  Carol watched him go, the flakes swirling around him. She heard the elephant-like echo of the alphorn in the gazebo, and the sound of Christmas music from inside the house behind her, and she started to think, maybe Christmas wasn’t so bad. 
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Patrick


When she’d whispered, “Do you want me to tell you, or do you want me to show you?” He’d seen red. It was as if a dam had broken inside of him. A carefully built dam that had been under construction for the last five years . . . no, if he was being honest, it was a dam that he’d been building for more than five years. Construction had begun the first time he and Maria had fought. He couldn’t even remember at this point if it was over her career or his. All he remembered was them being unhappy at that moment. But when Carol had kissed him . . . and he’d been skin to skin with her, something amazing happened. For the first time in the last five years, the burning pit in his stomach disappeared. He wasn’t sure if it had gone away, or it had just been overpowered by the desire and physical sensations sending fire through his veins and nerve endings. Carol’s curves were the things fantasies were made of. She was so soft and the feel of her hands on him . . .  
He shivered at the memory, glancing over at her as they walked back through town. The snowflakes that were falling were catching in her long hair and when she smiled up at him with her soft brown eyes, she looked like an angel.
Too soon they were saying their goodbyes. She’d invited him over for pizza and movies with Fi, which he hoped was a good sign. She didn’t hate him after . . . but it was probably just as well that he had to go to Jim’s for dinner. Now that he knew what being with Carol was like, he had a feeling it would be a lot harder to keep his mind and possibly his hands off her.
He made it all the way to their bedroom before the cloud he’d been walking on broke apart, leaving him to crash land in the accusing silence around him. And as if a medication were wearing off, the guilt came crashing back. Her side of the bed was still perfectly made, the same stack of Rose Fielding romances and actress biographies on her bedside table that had been there five years ago on the morning she’d left. Shame and guilt washed over him as he stared at her empty pillow. His stomach started to cramp and his chest was tightening so much it was getting hard to breathe. You’re having a panic attack. Serves you right, you bastard. Go take something for it. Instead of the normal voice inside his head, he heard the order in Maria’s voice. He made it to the bathroom before he started puking.
Irish coffee, it turned out, did not taste the same way coming up as it had going down. He laid on his side on the bathmat with his eyes closed, the clammy feel of his skin from puking only made worse by his damp clothes. Get in the shower, you jerk. You make me sick, Maria’s voice spat at him. He dragged himself to the tub and turned on the water. He peeled his clothes off and gritted his teeth against the twist in his stomach when he smelled Carol’s clean lemon scent mixed in with his own deodorant. 
He scrubbed and stood in the shower until the hot water ran out. Then he stumbled into clean clothes and laid down on their bed, staring at her empty pillow. What have you done?
He was still there two hours later when he heard Jim come in through his house’s back door, calling for him. He sat up and tried to clear his head.
“Paddy, you up here,” Jim called on his way up the stairs.
“Hey Jim,” he croaked. His throat was raw and he must have looked the way he felt because Jim paused in the doorway and frowned at him.
“You look like hell.”
Patrick tried to smile. “Nice to see you too.”
Jim wasn’t smiling as he looked from Patrick to the room around him. “Jesus. This place is like a . . . time capsule. Are those  . . . ”
Patrick didn’t want to hear it. “Jim, can I take a rain check on dinner tonight? I’m . . . I’m not feeling up to it.”
Jim looked like he wanted to argue with him, but when he met Patrick’s gaze, he saw Jim’s expression change.
“I’ll tell Darla. Just . . . take it easy on yourself, Paddy. And . . . if you need to talk, you know where to find me.”
“Thanks, Jim,” Patrick said, dropping his gaze to the slate tile that he’d chosen. Maria hadn’t wanted slate, arguing it would decrease the house’s value when they sold it. That had started its own round of fights when he’d asked her if she was planning on them selling the house. If she’d wanted to move permanently to the mainland, he would have, in a heartbeat. But that wasn’t what she said she wanted either.
“And if you won’t talk to me,” Jim muttered. “At least call your sister.”
And then he was gone. Patrick listened to Jim’s steps on the creaking stairs and the sound of the back door closing softly. He didn’t know how long he sat there, but the room around him was dark when he heard his front door open. Like Grand Central Station around here, he thought.
“Paddy?” Nikki this time.
He got unsteadily to his feet which were currently attached to legs that had been asleep for at least the last hour. “Up here, Niks,” he called. He cleared his throat. “Be down in a second.” He forced himself not to look back at the bed as he staggered into the hallway. He felt weak and as tired as he was, but he knew if he laid down, he wouldn’t be able to sleep. Maybe tonight would be the night he’d take a sleeping pill. He’d been avoiding them, fearing the slippery slope they represented.
“Hey you,” Nikki called when she saw him on the stairs.
“Hey,” he said. He stared around the room. No pint-sized shooting star of energy running around and turning on the TV or jumping on the couch. “Where’s Alex?”
“Across the street. We were walking by and Mari and Fi’s dog was out front.”
“Harpo,” he said, nodding.
“Yeah, and you know Alex. He wants a dog, but I’m just scared of what will happen with a dog at home by itself all day while I’m at work and Alex is at school.” She cut her eyes to Patrick. “Of course, you could get a dog since you work from home and are basically a social hermit.”
He rolled his eyes. “I’m not getting a dog, Niks.”
She shrugged and looked around the living room. “Might be good for you, Paddy. It would be another beating heart in this house. A change to  . . . ” Nikki shivered.
“What?” he asked.
“This house. It’s just  . . . ” she eyed the stack of magazines. “It’s like Maria never left.”
“Nikki,” he said automatically, the familiar tone of warning in his voice, just like all the other times she’d brought it up.
Nikki raised her hands in surrender. “Fine.” He sat down on the couch beside her and sighed, closing his eyes.
“Have you eaten?” she asked.
He opened an eye and looked over at her. “I’m fine.”
She sighed. “That’s a no. Though I should have known that already.”
“Jim called you, didn’t he?”
“He may have called and said he was afraid you were doing something unhealthy. I hoped it was smoking and grilling with a squirt gun full of lighter fluid. But now I see it’s much worse.”
He scowled at her. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Paddy, do you really need me to spell it out?”
“I’m fine.” The look of pity on her face made something itch inside of him. “The only thing that’s wrong at the moment is that I seem to have all these people in my life who are convinced they know how to run my life and make my decisions better than I do.”
“You think it’s healthy to keep torturing yourself like this?” Nikki asked. The hard edge of her voice only made the itch worse. “You think by keeping this house like a shrine to that . . . that  . . . ” she fell silent.
“That what?” he growled, getting to his feet. He turned to stare down at her, his arms crossed. She was glaring at him, but he could see tears forming in her eyes and her lower lip starting to quiver. He felt his anger starting to slip out of his grasp. She was his six-year-old sister again, running to him when she had a nightmare and needed him to reassure her that everything was going to be ok.
“I’m sorry, Paddy,” she said, and despite her tears, he was impressed by the venom in her voice. “But,” she got to her feet and stood toe-to-toe with him, hands on her hips. “That woman was a bitch.”
If she wasn’t his sister, he would have had some harsh words telling her where to go for saying that about his wife.
“She’s not your wife anymore,” she said. Now Nikki was pushing it. “She’s gone, Paddy.” Patrick felt the old anger crawling up his back, but whether it was because of his exhaustion or the fact that he could still smell Carol somewhere on him, the anger felt duller than usual.
“And you have two choices in front of you,” Nikki said. “You can climb down in the grave beside her, or you can move on. And I wish you’d make up your mind before you miss out on something amazing that’s right in front of you.” And with that, Nikki grabbed her bag off the couch, and stalked out the front door, slamming it behind her. 
Patrick stared after her. What had she been talking about? Missing out on something . . . Nikki didn’t mean Carol . . . did she? They . . . there’d never been anything physical between them in public where people might think . . . had there? His mind started to race, thinking back through every interaction with Carol. If he could just get some distance from those interactions, like he was watching them instead of living them, maybe he could see how Nikki would think . . . and if he could see where he made a mistake, he could make sure it didn’t happen again. 
His feet were carrying him to the den and his desk before he had time to think his plan through. He turned his computer on and sat down behind the pale glow of a blank document. His fingers were slow and stiff as they made old connections with a part of his brain he hadn’t used in over six years. His steps were rusty, but with every word his fingers formed, it got a little easier to breathe. 
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Carol


“Car, this is your conscience,” Mari called softly in a high-pitched voice as she searched through the fridge. “Tell me, did you eat the last slice of pizza?” 
Carol broke her focus on her computer screen long enough to roll her eyes at the kitchen ceiling. “You’ll have to be more specific than that. We’ve had pizza for dinner almost every night this week. Not that I’m complaining, but there were three pizza boxes in the fridge. Now there are two. I may have put that last slice of pepperoni out of its misery, but there’s still half a Hawaiian, and almost all of that weird pizza Fi and I ordered by closing our eyes and picking ingredients.”
“Yeah, that one is all yours. Who puts sundried tomatoes, sweet peppers, pineapple, and anchovies on a pizza? It’s like the two of you hate your digestive tracts. No, I meant the pepperoni. So it was you.”
“Guilty as charged,” Carol said, returning her attention to the screen. “What’s my punishment?”
“Finally telling me what happened when Fi and I left with Nikki and Alex on Sunday. You didn’t come home for three hours after it and your hair was a mess.”
“I told you,” Carol said. “Too many Irish coffees. We had to walk it off. That’s all.”
“Uh huh,” Mari said. “Odd how I don’t believe you anymore this time around than I did the first time you gave me that half-assed story.”
“Yeah Auntie Car, whole-ass the story,” Fi said. Both women turned to look at Fi. Mari’s expression was stern and Carol had to bite her lip to keep from laughing. Fi just shrugged and pointed at Carol. “I learned it from her.” Then she went back to carefully coloring the intricate design in her coloring book with her colored pencils.
“Awesome,” Mari muttered, cutting her eyes to Carol.
Carol got to her feet, stretched, and pecked Mari on the cheek. “Aren’t you glad I came for the holidays?”
Mari sighed and shook her head. “You know I am, but I’d be gladder if you’d tell me what you did last Sunday afternoon with Patrick.”
Carol sighed. “I’ve told you.” She picked up her shoulder bag off the floor and started digging through it for a third time. She loved Mari, and she almost never kept anything from her, mostly because Mari always managed to ferret the truth out of her. But this time . . . this she was keeping to herself. She hadn’t been able to stop thinking about Patrick and that little shack next to Hope Pond. When she closed her eyes, she could still see his skin, the intense look in his eyes, the feel of him . . . everywhere. 
No, best friend or not, that memory was for Carol alone. It had been a long week. They were finally at Thursday night and she’d been keeping busy with Fi for the past few days. The Girl Scouts had been given a reprieve during the last week before Christmas. They’d managed to get Christmas gifts for Mari, and while Fi was hanging out with Emily and Lucy, Carol had managed to buy Fi the rollerblades she’d wanted and picked up Fi’s gift from Mari, her very own cell phone. She’d thought about getting Patrick a gift. But she was at a loss for what that gift would even look like. She still knew so little about him. That bothered her. But it didn’t bother her as much as the fact that she hadn’t seen him since their afternoon together. She hadn’t been watching his house, but she hadn’t even spotted him in the street. She’d seen Nikki and Alex coming and going, but otherwise, the old two-story Tudor had been silent and still.
“What are you looking for?” Mari asked, as Carol set her bag down and started pulling her coat pockets out.
“Oh, just some notes I made.”
“On paper?” Mari asked.
Carol nodded. “Yeah, it was all I had at the time.”
“Notes? Like for a new book?” Carol loved Mari. The enthusiasm in her voice made Carol smile.
“No, not really. Just . . . notes. But it seems I’ve lost them somewhere.” She tried to act like it wasn’t a big deal, but Carol could feel herself starting to panic. She started mentally reviewing the contents and she felt a cold sweat starting to break out on her scalp. If someone else picked them up . . . she hadn’t signed them or anything, but . . . she’d written them about Patrick and Rex and herself and it . . . it was just word vomit on the page. But there were things there, thoughts that she wanted to remember and write about later. But now she’d lost them.
“I’m going to go for a walk,” Carol said, pulling on her boots and coat. She met Mari’s questioning look and tried to smile. “I just need some fresh air. I’ll be back soon.”
She didn’t wait for Mari to press her for more details. She headed outside, keeping her head down in the soft mist falling over the town. Tourists were milling around the town square, more than usual, but not really that surprising considering the bonfire was that night. Just retrace your steps, her brain said as she tried to stay calm and keep her imagination away from the thought that one of these tourists had found her notes and was currently laughing as they read them aloud to their travel companions. But . . . if they did, so what? It’s not like you’ll ever see any of these people again. She had to admit, the voice in her head had a point. She let this calming thought carry her until she felt invisible, walking amongst the tourists and townsfolk, bustling from store to store, event to event, and sometimes just standing around in the square, blocking traffic and sipping hot apple cider from the Hope Church Cider booth. 
If not for Mari and Fi, Carol could confidently say she would never have come out to Hope Island. And you would never have had the most mind-blowing sexual encounter of your life, either. Another good point, brain. You’re on a roll today. Not that the memory was helping her at the moment. She was having a hard time pushing away the voice of Tiffany Kensington, the most popular girl in Mari and Carol’s high school. “Once a guy screws you, if he doesn’t call, you were a carnival ride, not a rocket ship.” 
At the time, this statement had just made Carol laugh, something she immediately regretted when Tiffany proceeded to corner her and explain that, “A carnival ride is a good time, but once they’ve ridden one, they move on to the next one. A rocket ship is a commitment. If they leave a rocket ship, they’re stranded in space and they’ll die.” 
Carol had told Tiffany it wasn’t a perfect parallel and in retaliation, Tiffany had cut the straps on Carol’s backpack with a pair of scissors. It still felt like an incongruous punishment for pointing out the obvious, but pondering Tiffany’s wisdom had apparently stuck with her. Was there something to it? Was she a carnival ride to Patrick because he hadn’t called or come to see her in four days? Not something helpful to ponder at the moment if you really do want to retrace your steps and try to find those notes before they get printed in the newspaper. That got her moving.
She decided to start with the Spark since that was where she’d written them and slipped them into her coat pocket. The theater was quiet and Carol breathed deeply when she came in the front doors, absorbing that old theater smell of popcorn, paint, varnish, vacuum bags, and well, old building smell. Charity Wilson, the theater’s secretary wasn’t at her desk in the little office tucked into a corner of the lobby, but she could hear voices at the top of the stairs leading to the rehearsal room, Scott’s office, and the balcony seating. No, not talking. Screaming. A man screaming. It sounded like Scott.
Walking as quietly as she could, she crept up the stairs and paused on the landing, listening. The door to Scott’s office was closed, but he was so loud, she might have been standing next to him for how clearly she could hear him.
“What do you mean you don’t have them, Charity?! They were right here on my desk yesterday and now they’re gone! That courier had to come all the way from Seattle to hand-deliver them! Those papers are worth more than your job! Find them, woman, or find a new job!” She heard Charity crying and she turned and hustled down the stairs in time to hear the woman sniffling and sobbing on her way back to the lobby.
Carol really didn’t like Scott before overhearing him screaming at his secretary. Now, she hated him. Charity Wilson was everyone’s grandma. She’d been at The Spark for thirty years, according to Nikki. And now that asshole had made her cry. Charity came into view, wiping her eyes behind her bifocals, her shoulders hunched in defeat.
“He’s definitely getting coal for Christmas,” Carol said when Charity noticed her standing in the lobby. Carol nodded toward the stairs and Charity gave her a watery smile.
“More like,” Charity dropped her voice and whispered, “dog doo-doo.” Carol grinned and nodded. Charity also had the vocabulary of a prim grandma, so Carol tried to keep the shits and asses to a minimum around her.
“Oh yeah, I like the way you think,” Carol said. “And maybe the doo-doo should be on fire. I happen to know a bulldog who could help us out.”
Charity chuckled and daintily wiped her nose. “Wh-What can I do for you?”
Carol shook her head. “Oh, I think I left something in the dressing room last Saturday night. I was just going to look for it. But . . . just between us girls,” Carol lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper and Charity stepped closer to hear her. “What are these misplaced papers that he’s got his undies in a twist over?”
Charity sighed and looked wistfully around the lobby. “The draft of the sale papers from Pacific Ridge. He’s supposed to review them, sign them, and send them back no later than the day after Christmas. It doesn’t make for a very merry Christmas this year, I’m afraid. To think about losing this place  . . . ” Carol knew what she meant. Over the weeks, she’d learned that The Spark was like a member of the Hope Community itself. Losing it would be like losing Miss Mandie. She said goodbye to Charity and headed for the dressing room.
As she crossed through the dark stage wing, she felt all the hairs stand up on the back of her neck. For a moment, she swore she felt like someone was watching her. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw one of the curtains move on the other side of the stage. She paused, looking around. “Hello?” She heard what sounded like a faint child’s giggle and then movement again on the other side of the stage and feet pounding down the stairs to the other dressing room. “Hey, wait!” She ran down the stairs to the dressing room on her side and then into the costume shop and across into the other dressing room. 
“Are you hiding?” But now, she was only met with silence. She looked around, but whoever had been there was gone now. Maybe Charity had a granddaughter who was playing in the theater while she worked? It had definitely sounded like a little girl’s laugh. She went back into her dressing room and searched the floor and countertops. She looked behind the vanity and under all the racks of costumes. No notes. Fantastic.
She thought about stopping by Miss Mandie’s which was her next stop that night, but the bakery was crowded and a group of people wearing matching cheese-shaped hats topped with Santa hats were crowded into the booth where she’d sat with Patrick. Hunting for them was definitely not worth the awkward conversation of asking if she could please crawl around under their table and check their seat cracks to see if her incredibly personal notes were there. She was just thankful she hadn’t used full names in them. The truth was, those notes had been a firehose on the page. Pouring out of her, or into her, she wasn’t sure, but they’d knocked debris and dust off of a machine inside her head that hadn’t been operational for the past three years. They hadn’t started as notes for a book, but they’d been a catalyst. Now, she had an idea for a story. She wasn’t going to mention it to anyone until it was written, but the old joy of creating was very cautiously poking its head out of its gopher hole, hoping it wouldn’t get shot off by depression, and Carol’s realist brain reminding her of what she wasn’t anymore, and never would be again. She’d also thought she’d never be in . . . too early. Don’t say it. You’ll see him tomorrow and you can talk and then see if the ship is even pointed in that direction. Anyway, she never thought she’d have a non-self-induced orgasm again either, yet here she was, so all bets were off. At least, that was what the hopeful part of her brain had told her. And with a little help from the town of Hope itself and all the holiday magic pouring out its seams, she was hoping to ride the joy and wonder train just a little bit longer. She had at least hoped it would last through the weekend to Christmas itself. 
Friday came though, and time was moving slowly as she sat on the couch next to Fi and Mari who were arguing about what other movie they’d seen this actor or that actress in while she typed away, roughing out characters and plot. Always just answering, “something for work”, when Mari asked what she was doing. Technically, she wasn’t lying. It was just work for a job she didn’t have anymore.
When it was finally time for them to head to the theater, Carol tried to remain calm, but the thought of seeing Patrick again, of kissing him and talking to him, had her stomach in knots and her breath coming in shallow gasps by the time they reached the theater.
“Car, what’s wrong? You’re already breathing like you’re in your corset,” Mari asked.
“N-nothing,” she said, trying to smile at her. “Uh, just practicing, you know. I haven’t put the damn thing on in almost a week. Trying to prepare for it. Old . . . old theater trick.”
“Oh,” Mari’s eyes widened. “Good idea. I’ll do it too.”
Great job, Carol, she thought later as now Mari, Nikki, and two of the other women in the cast were breathing in short gasps, talking about how light-headed they were starting to feel, but now they were ready to put on their corsets.
Carol still hadn’t seen Patrick. He didn’t come to vocal warm-ups but she caught a glimpse of him checking his props before the show started. She didn’t have time to talk to him though, because, at that moment, Mari came huffing up the stairs to tell Carol that another cast member had ripped their dress and needed a quick stitch up. By the time she was done, the crowd was seated and the show was beginning. She tried to relax and reach back into Belle’s headspace as she got into her character, but after everything that had happened between her and Patrick, it wasn’t easy. She knew it was going to be difficult for her to kiss him and not think about the feel of his lips on her neck, her breasts  . . . 
“Belle,” Ann hissed. She didn’t miss her entrance, but she was almost late enough for the audience to notice. She felt a cold indifference rolling off of Patrick that for the first few scenes, she assumed was intentional. She’d have to congratulate him on how convincing he felt in those scenes after the show. And then, it was time for their final scene. She was almost shaking with nerves as she waited for her cue. She had to fight to keep the hesitancy, the sadness, and the finality in her lines as she told Scrooge goodbye. Then, it was time for the kiss and her heart stopped in her chest. She leaned in, her eyes closing, waiting for the feel of his hand on her waist. But it didn’t come. She felt her lips brush against his and then Patrick pulled away. What? She searched his face, but there was only the cold, cruel Scrooge there, though there was something like pity in his eyes. Carol felt her vision begin to blur as tears stung her own eyes.
You’re such an idiot, Carol, she thought. See? I tried to tell you. You, my friend, are a carnival ride. Just get off stage and go lick your wounds. Carol didn’t feel her heart start beating again until she’d stumbled down the stairs to the dressing room and sat down. Maybe you’re overreacting. Maybe he was just acting really well tonight and just too stiff during the kiss. It can’t be easy to go from passionless to passionate at the drop of a hat. But something in her gut told her that wasn’t it. She stared at her reflection in the mirror.
“You done fucked up kid,” she murmured. “Just tell him so long and thanks for all the orgasms.” Thankfully, the dressing room was empty. No one else would be coming downstairs until after bows. The tears were coming, and she decided to let them. She cried for her stupidity, for the pity she’d seen in his eyes, for allowing herself to hope again. Maybe that was where her notes had gone. The pity in his eyes . . . had he found and read them? Her pitiful longings and hopes . . . that just made her cry harder. She cried that this Christmas was going to suck just like the last three. 
And then, she was cried out. The pain was still there, but she could see the old Carol starting to emerge. Guys had broken up with her, and cheated on her in high school and college. Rex had broken her heart after twelve years of marriage. And yet, she was still standing. Well, not at the moment. She was still sitting in front of her vanity. But in a moment, she’d stand up, dust herself off, go upstairs and take her bow. Then, she’d come back down, change, and go home with Fi and Mari. They’d watch another movie until Fi passed out. She’d help Mari carry her to bed. They’d fight over the last slice of Hawaiian pizza, both of them still too scared to give the experimental pizza a second try. And then she’d go to sleep and she wouldn’t dream about Patrick. But before she went to sleep, she’d prepare.
And that’s what she did. She didn’t even look at Patrick as she smiled and bowed and then headed back to the wing and her dressing room. She changed, keeping a firm smile on her face as she helped the other women and kids get out of their costumes and hang them up. Then she went up the stairs with Mari and Fi.
“Aren’t you and Patrick  . . . ” Mari started to ask.
Carol shook her head. “Nah. I just want to hang out with the two of you tonight.”
When Mari and Carol finally said goodnight and Carol got back to her room, she pulled the horrible chicken pox rolly bag out of the closet and set it on the bed with its lid open. She’d surreptitiously done laundry while they’d watched the movies so she was able to pack all her clean clothes in the bag, only leaving out her clothes for the next day. And then she took a deep breath, tiptoed into the kitchen, and pulled a notebook out of the junk drawer. She sat down on her bed and thought of Mari and Fi and this crazy town. They suited each other. She wasn’t sure if she’d be able to come back to it to visit them. At least not when Patrick lived across the street from them, but maybe if they moved across town. And then there was Miss Mandie’s. And she’d have to come back to see the Girl Scouts hold onto the gift-wrapping and ice turkey bowling champion titles. The memory stung and she tried to push it away. She started writing, and with each sentence, she started to breathe a little easier. Walls were going up, and dams were being repaired inside of her. She was going to be ok. She had a nice, safe, hibernation existence to return to. She could look at her experience on Hope Island with gratitude. She was grateful. Grateful for the time to be with the family she loved. Grateful for rediscovering how much she loved theater. Grateful for the first sexual experience she’d had in three years. And she was grateful for the man who had been the catalyst for the story that was now buzzing in her head, despite how their ending had turned out.
She held onto that gratefulness when she stepped on the stage for her final performance as Belle the next night. The lobby had been fully decorated in Victorian Christmas celebration chaos when the cast arrived. It was the night of the cast party and every member had quietly prepared an ad-libbed-sounding speech to give to Scott in carefully choreographed one-on-ones that Nikki and Mari had been arranging all week. Carol had been excused from the deep detail planning of this round since she didn’t know the other cast members as well as Nikki, or even Mari did. She was leaving, but she hoped it would be enough to save The Spark.
She was back in Belle’s headspace, but Belle and Carol were one that night. They’d both lost with this man. They were cutting their losses and moving on. And in the final scene, she didn’t miss the flash of confusion on Patrick’s face when she told him goodbye. From the bottom of her heart, “Our contract is an old one. It was made when we were both poor and content to be so until, in good season, we could improve our fortune by patient industry. You are changed. When it was made, you were another man. May you be happy with the life you’ve chosen.”
And when she kissed him goodbye, it was soft and gentle, and she tried to pour her gratitude to him into it. With a small, sad smile she said goodbye to Patrick Dorsett and exited the stage as the lights faded out. She thanked the cast members whispering “good job” to her and paused to hug the ones who were emotional due to it being the last night of the show. She hugged Mari and Fi, who were about to go on, and then she slipped downstairs. She was changed, bundled up, and out on the street through the side door, dragging the horrible suitcase she’d stashed in the costume shop so Mari and Fi wouldn’t see it. She’d come to the theater after them and used the chaos of closing night to slip by and make it downstairs before the rest of the cast.
She had a ferry ticket on her phone and all she needed now was something to warm her before setting sail. The beacon of De-Floured was ahead and she allowed herself a deep breath and one more thought of gratitude for Miss Mandie and her amazing coffee.
“Hey,” Miss Mandie said, blinking at her when Carol came in the door, dragging her suitcase and stamping sleet off her boots. “Did the show let out already? I thought you all had some big cast party planned after?”
“There is,” Carol said with a nod. “I’m heading out though. Gotta get back to Seattle. I just stopped in because I couldn’t bear the thought of leaving without a final cup of Christmas Chaos.”
Miss Mandie’s smile was a sad one. “You’re leaving, huh?”
Carol nodded. “You know, life and all that.”
Miss Mandie stared at her and Carol tried to hold onto her smile, despite the feeling that she was being mentally x-rayed. “Bart,” Miss Mandie called, keeping her gaze locked with Carol’s. “Watch the front. I’m taking a break.”
“Oh, Miss Mandie,” Carol said quickly. “I didn’t mean to make you stop working  . . . ”
“Honey, it’s a Saturday night at nine. You and Old Mrs. Chevitz over there, who is currently asleep, are my only customers. And besides,” she gestured at Carol. “This is important.” She loaded a tray with two of the Double D-elicious cupcakes, two cups of coffee, and then after a momentary pause, two of the Soft Her pretzels.
“Let’s sit in the back,” Miss Mandie muttered, moving past the sleeping Mrs. Chevitz, who was resting her head on her handbag, her nose an inch from a fluttering cupcake wrapper.
“Is . . . is she ok?” Carol asked, pausing to look back at the woman.
“Oh yeah. She comes in almost every night. She’s got a sweet tooth and narcolepsy. We do the same thing every time. Hot cocoa and a cupcake, she falls asleep halfway through, wakes up an hour later, finishes them, and complains about her cocoa being cold and saying that the cupcake was stale.” Miss Mandie shrugs. “What are you going to do? I apologize and tell her I’ll try harder next time. Then she’s back the next night and we do it all again.” She gave a dismissive wave at the woman and sat down across from Carol. “But that’s not what we’re going to talk about. You’re dragging around some of the ugliest luggage I’ve ever seen.”
Carol looked at the bag. “It’s not actually mine. Borrowed it from a friend in Seattle when I couldn’t find  . . . ”
“I’m not talking about that suitcase from hell,” Miss Mandie said, shaking her head. She pointed a perfectly manicured finger at Carol. “I’m talking about you. And that luggage you’re dragging around. And if you want to catch the late ferry, I suggest you don’t waste time or leave anything out.”
“Miss Mandie  . . . ”
“Clock’s ticking,” she said, giving Carol a no-nonsense look as she lifted her mug to sip her coffee.
She gave Miss Mandie an appraising look. She only had a half hour before she needed to be on the ferry and Miss Mandie was definitely not someone Carol wanted to piss off. She wasn’t sure what the woman would do to her, but she knew it wouldn’t be good. So, with a sigh, Carol told her. She started with Rex and made it all the way to Patrick. This time, talking about Patrick hurt. She was trying to just be grateful and think of it as an experience that was now over, but the serious moments and the laughter with Patrick were harder to forget. All the goofy stuff they’d done together with the Scouts, the plotting to save The Spark, the talk they’d had in the dressing room about acting and her past . . . “But see, here’s the big disconnect,” Carol sniffed, trying as hard as she could to hold in her tears, “I leveled with him about everything that had happened in my life.”
“Everything?” Miss Mandie asked, raising an eyebrow.
Carol looked down at her pretzel which she’d been tearing into tiny pieces. “Well, no. But the highlights. He . . . I thought he was married and he’s never told me he wasn’t. I only found out his wife had died through his sister.”
Miss Mandie sighed. “Guilt and grief can fuck a person up worse than drugs and alcohol.”
“Guilt?” 
Miss Mandie shook her head. “I don’t know all the particulars and it’s not my place to talk about what went down in Patrick’s life, but don’t consider yourself special because he didn’t tell you. In the last five years, I’ve never heard of him telling anyone that he’s single, widowed, or that his wife is dead. Personally, I think he’s stuck in a mental time loop. He can’t move forward and he can’t go back, and the only way he knows to keep living and breathing is for everything in his world to stay exactly as it was. As if he’s a puppy, watching out the window, waiting for her to come home, even though it’s never going to happen. Over the years, the rest of the world has made it harder for him to keep that up, and it’s made him frustrated and angry and that is how the Scrooge of Hope Island was born.”
“Wow,” Carol said softly. “That’s . . . that’s terrible.”
Miss Mandie nodded. “And I’m only speaking from observations and what Jim and Nikki said to me over the years. I probably shouldn’t be telling you all this, but you’re the first woman in five years that has even made that boy lift his head and wag his tail. He’s been going around with his ears down, tail between his legs, growling at the rest of us all this time, but then you arrive and it’s like night and day. And since you’re leaving, I thought you should know.”
Carol didn’t know what to say to that. If that was the case, why did he push me away? 
“Oh, and did you lose some papers?” Miss Mandie asked. “Hand-written notes?”
Carol blinked at her. “Yeah.”
Miss Mandie got up and went back to the counter. She pulled a ring of keys out of her pocket and unlocked a drawer. She pulled out some folded papers and carried them back to Carol. “Bart found these in the booth after you and Patrick left. He put a note on them and left them for me. I locked them in the drawer and forgot about them until earlier today when I was looking for something else and spotted them.”
Carol was speechless. If they’d been at Miss Mandie’s the whole time, then Patrick hadn’t read them. But then, where had that look of pity in his eyes come from?  
“You better get going,” Miss Mandie said, tidying their table. “The ferry will be leaving soon.”
Carol hugged Miss Mandie. “Thank you. For everything. For the coffee and the sweets and the booze . . . and your friendship, Miss Mandie. I hope I can come back someday and see you again.”
Miss Mandie pulled back from the hug and winked at Carol. “I have a feeling you’ll be back sooner than later. I know how good my coffee is.”
Carol left De-Floured for the last time, paused on the sidewalk, and waved back at Miss Mandie before dragging her suitcase down to the ferry launch. As she listened to the sounds of the waves on the rocks and the low rumble of her suitcase’s wheels on the cobblestones, she thought about what Miss Mandie had told her about Patrick. And it was sad, but she was also angry. As painful as it had been, she’d leveled with him. Why hadn’t he been able to do the same with her? This thought kept her moving forward, not pausing at the dock to reconsider. She boarded the ferry and took a seat at the rail outside the cabin. She was going back to Seattle, and to the life she’d left behind. But she was going back grateful. 
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Patrick


“So . . . how do we think it’s going?” Nikki’s nervous voice next to Patrick interrupted the slowly rising agitation he was feeling about where the hell Carol was. 
“Uh . . . everyone is going in the ‘appearing to be random’ order we planned. I’ve seen tears and laughter, but none of it from Scott. The only things I’ve seen him give are verbal head pats and condescending looks. So, all in all, I don’t think it’s going that well.” He looked around the room for what felt like the hundredth time.
“She’s not here,” Nikki murmured. He turned to look at her and she sighed. “I told you. Her costume was hung up downstairs and her street clothes are gone. She’s not here. Which reminds me, I owe you an ass-chewing later for whatever the hell you did to screw this up. Don’t let me forget.”
“I didn’t screw anything up,” he said. He didn’t entirely believe this, but he had to at least pretend he did when his baby sister was threatening him with a chewing out.
Nikki sighed. “Paddy, I love you, but we’re at a cast party which a member of the cast who you have been involved with, decided to skip. And I saw her face when she came off the stage. There was more there than acting. You screwed something up.”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he growled, keeping his voice low. “Just drop it, Niks.”
Instead of arguing with him, she just sighed, shook her head, and stalked off, leaving Patrick alone along the wall, watching the other cast members arrive, most still in costume like him. It was a detail they hadn’t planned for when the receiving line of meeting audience members after the show had morphed into the party without a clean break between the two. Carol had skipped bows again. He’d immediately gone down to the dressing room to find her as soon as he was off the stage. 
But she was gone. When she wasn’t in the lobby either, frustration bordering on panic slowly started to build inside him. Where the hell was she? He needed to find her. He needed to explain. He’d been thinking about their kiss from the night before. He needed to explain. He was just trying to let her down easy, set her free, not drag her into the mess that was his life. He’d actually been surprised by how well she’d taken it. She hadn’t come and found him after the show to scream or cry the way that Maria would anytime he had to tell her something she didn’t want to hear. It . . . it made him feel uneasy. He just needed to find Carol and make sure she was ok. That was it. He . . . just wanted her to be ok.
“There you are,” Patrick turned in time to see Jim moving his way.
“Hey Jim,” he said, glancing behind him just in case Carol had chosen that moment to arrive. When he didn’t see her, he refocused his attention on his godfather. “What are you doing here?”
“Came to see the last show. Then I had to take Darla home. But something’s been gnawing at me and you and I need to sit down and talk it out.”
A warning sign in Patrick’s head started flashing. When Patrick was a kid and Jim had come over, put his hand on his shoulder, and said that “something was gnawing at him and they needed to sit down and talk it out”, it had meant that Patrick was in trouble. In his teenage years, his mom would call Jim when they were fighting and Jim would sit down with Patrick and talk out whatever petty thing he was being a jerk about. He’d end up apologizing to his mom and life would move on.
“Well, right now  . . . “ Patrick started, glancing back at Alex who was approaching Scott, ready to tell him how much he loved the theater.
“Nikki’s watching him,” Jim said, nodding at Nikki across the room who had her eyes glued to Alex.
Jim didn’t understand that Patrick was watching Scott, not Alex, but trying to explain it to him would take too long. He decided it would be better if he just talked with Jim and got it over with so he could get back to everything else he was worried about at the moment.
“Sure,” Patrick said with a nod. He looked around. He really didn’t want an audience for this talk. Jim didn’t really have a sense of privacy. Something that had been a constant point of contention between them. But he loved the old man so he’d hear him out. The door to the auditorium was open and from where he stood, he could see it was empty. “Let’s talk in here.” He led the way in and Jim pulled the door closed behind them. Patrick raised an eyebrow at him, but Jim just ignored him and sat down two seats in, in the back row. He motioned for Patrick to take the seat next to him and with a little internal sigh, Patrick obeyed. It was always better to just get on with whatever Jim wanted to talk about in these situations. The longer he waited, the longer the speech would be. Because that was how Jim disciplined.
“I’ve been keeping quiet, you know,” Jim started. 
Patrick frowned. “Jim, I love you, but ‘quiet’ isn’t the first word that springs to mind-”
Jim glanced over at him. “About you. Your life. The choices you’ve been making.” Patrick sighed. “Well, quieter. But this last week, I saw it, and I can’t tell you how happy I am to see it. You’re finally ready.”
“Ready?” Patrick asked. What the hell was Jim on about now?
“To move on,” he said. Patrick didn’t know what to say to this. “When I saw you with that gal, Carol. I knew it was finally time.” Patrick had to set him straight. He opened his mouth to argue, but Jim held up a hand. “It was in your eyes, Paddy.” He met Patrick’s gaze and smiled. “I could see it. Finally. Just there, under all the dead wood and burned ash, a little seedling of hope. Kid, I love you, but for the past five years, you’ve been like the walking dead. Not one of them zombie types, eating brains, though I’ve looked in your fridge and since it’s always empty, maybe you are out eating brains. Anyway,” he said, cutting off Patrick again before he could interrupt. “When I saw that little hope and life in you, I knew you were finally ready to hear the truth.”
Patrick groaned. “Jim, I appreciate it, but this isn’t necessary.” The last thing he needed to hear was Jim’s hand-on-the-shoulder- “It’s ok to move on” speech. He’d heard that one for years now. From everyone. It was easy for them to say. They weren’t living with the carnage inside his head. The fight, the crash, the things he remembered saying to her in anger. The promises he’d made.
“Maria was cheating on you,” Jim said on a sigh.
Patrick froze. His brain repeated Jim’s words to him one at a time. The second time he repeated them to himself, a flare of indignant anger shot through him. How dare you, Jim. He knew his godfather wanted him to move on and be happy, but lying about his wife?
“Now, before you start shouting at me and calling me a liar,” Jim said, wearily rubbing his forehead. “Let me lay out the specifics for you. About a year after you and Maria got married, I got a phone call from her one night. She and some friend had gotten their asses in a sling. They were at some party in Seattle. The cops had raided it and Maria and her friend had been hauled downtown because they’d found drugs in her purse. She . . . she said she was too ashamed to call you. So, I gave the girl the benefit of the doubt. After all, she was my goddaughter-in-law and I thought I’d let her explain herself before I passed judgment. Turned out the drugs belonged to her friend, this Devin Brune guy. Anyway, I went and got her out. She was able to convince the cops that the drugs were Devin’s and he was making her carry them, so they didn’t end up filing charges against her, but they held her friend and she didn’t have a ride. She said she didn’t want to book one of those taxis because you shared an account and you’d see. 
“So, I brought her back to the ferry, and the whole way she was begging me not to say anything to you and that it would never happen again and that Devin had seduced her, and then she tried to start blaming you, but I told her to stable that pony because that wasn’t going to ride with me. So, I never said anything. I hoped she’d get her act together. I checked in with her every week to make sure she wasn’t using . . . and that’s how I found out she was still seeing that asshole. I followed her one night. Took the ferry and just watched her talking to him on the phone and then when she got off, she got into his black sports car, and they drove off together. She hadn’t seen me and I took the ferry back home. I didn’t say anything to you. I knew you two were having troubles. I didn’t follow her again after that. When she’d say at Sunday dinner that she was going into Seattle for the week to go to some auditions and you’d smile and tell her how proud you were of her, I wanted to say something. Every week I wanted to. But . . . my boy was happy. And more than exposing her, I wanted you to be happy. And I hoped I was wrong. I liked to kid myself and think that maybe this Devin guy was helping her get auditions and that she was telling the truth and the cheating and the drugs and the party were just a one-time thing. 
“But, in my gut, I knew this was most likely wishful thinking. And another two years went by. No more phone calls from her, asking for help. She’d come back for a few days and then she’d leave again. You’d changed careers, which I always thought was a bad move. A playwright becoming a software and data guy? But I knew you two were worried about money, so I left that alone too.” He viciously scratched the back of his balding head and glared at the seat in front of him. “Then, on the day she died, I heard you two fighting on the back porch. I had a feeling you were starting to get sick of having a part-time wife who was always gone for auditions when she’d made you shelve your art. And . . . everything sounded like it was coming to a head. But I waited. Knowing you’d come talk to me when you were ready. But then that night . . . you got the phone call about her accident. And . . . you just closed yourself off.” Jim was crying now. “And I know you loved that girl so damn much. And telling you all of this back then wouldn’t have done any good. I was afraid it would just make you isolate yourself from me and you’d feel even more adrift. One of the best things about you Patrick is how loyal you are to the people you love. But, it’s also one of the worst things about you.”
Patrick had been sitting in stunned silence feeling his limbs and his face starting to go numb, the longer Jim talked. Maria had cheated on him. And . . . she hadn’t been going to auditions every week? Or . . . had she with this guy . . . and . . . Oh god. He felt the needle on the seismograph of his existence start to swing in wide arcs across the page. She’d been cheating on him for almost the length of their entire marriage? Why? Why hadn’t she just asked for a divorce? Why hadn’t he seen it? Why hadn’t he suspected something?
“Jim . . . I,” Patrick’s voice was raw. “She . . . she couldn’t have been. Why  . . . “
Jim swiped at his eyes with his sleeve and shook his head. “There’s a little more, son. About two months ago, I got a phone call. It was her friend, Devin. Apparently, the little pisser had hit rock bottom and was trying to cash in any chips he had. He told me he’d known Maria was married, and Maria had told him about you being like a son to me and that I hadn’t told you about her cheating because I didn’t want to see you hurt. Well, this little sniveling ass wipe decided he was going to try to use that to make a quick buck. So, he tried to blackmail me in exchange for not telling you about the affair. I thought about paying him. 
“You’ve been beating yourself up and barely functioning since she died and I was afraid of what the news might do to you. But, he wanted a hell of a lot more money than I had, so I had to tell him no, cross my fingers, and hope that you wouldn’t answer your phone. I didn’t count on the jerk sending you a letter asking you for money in exchange for information about Maria’s death.” Jim chuckled. “But then again, the little weasel didn’t expect you to get on the ferry and show up on his doorstep. Man, he was tap-dancing fast to try to turn himself into an innocent witness who saw her go by, but didn’t have anything else to tell you. I don’t think he counted on you being as fierce and physically intimidating as these last few years have made you. You could have thrown him like a lawn dart if you’d wanted to. And . . . I knew you were frustrated that the trip felt like a waste, but I just hoped that would be the end of it and you could carry on. I . . . to be honest, I’d given up hope that you’d ever let go of her. Or that you’d ever move on and actually be happy again. I’d hoped you were content at least. And I’d see bits and pieces of that when you were with Alex and Nikki. But . . . Patrick, you’re meant to be a husband. You’re meant to love someone. And I think it would be a shame if Alex was the only boy who got to have you as his pops.”
“I  . . . “ Patrick said slowly, trying to keep his anger from boiling over. “I can’t believe you kept this from me.”
Jim nodded, looking down at his clasped hands between his knees. “I know. I should have told you sooner. But,” and then Jim looked up and Patrick felt the anger go stale in his chest. The angry, swollen, red-eyed glare Jim was giving him was a face Patrick had never seen before. “You’re not the only one who’s been shouldering their guilt and pain for the last five years. I blame myself for this . . . all of it, every damn day. If I’d told you when I first found out, maybe you would have divorced her and found yourself someone who loved you as much as you loved them. But there was the possibility that you would have just become a doormat and lost yourself completely to her. I’ve never seen a woman have power over a man the way she had power over you, son. And it was painful to see. And she wasn’t gentle. You’ve got a heart on you. And you need someone who’s going to be gentle with it, care for it. Take the time and take care of it. And if they do, they’re going to get so much back in return. Because if there’s one thing I know about you, Patrick Archer Dorsett, is that when you love someone, it’s always with everything you’ve got. I just think a kind and pleasant nobleman deserves more than a common bitter taste.”
Something so painful had been happening inside Patrick that it had taken his breath away.  But Jim’s last thought had thrown him. “What?”
“Maria’s name. Maria means ‘bitter’ and Merchant, a common tradesman,” Jim said with a grin. “See, it was doomed to begin with.”
Patrick sighed and shook his head at Jim. “Names are just names, Jim. They don’t mean anything.”
“Of course they do. You call someone something enough times, they start to believe it’s what they are. You call someone a donkey for long enough, they start seeing big ears and buck teeth in the mirror, thinking they have an annoying laugh, and start wondering if their personality makes them an ass. Think of how many times people call us by our names. Whether subconsciously or otherwise, what other people call us, has an effect on who we are. Even the most well-adjusted people.” He chuckled and slapped Patrick on the knee. “And you and I are not what you’d call ‘well-adjusted’. I always tried to let you make your own decisions and just be there when they didn’t work out to support you, or give you advice you needed, if you asked for it. But sometimes I think I should have said something to you. She wasn’t good for you, Patrick. She made you give up so much. Your art, your playwriting, your career, your chance for a family of your own. And you couldn’t even see what you were losing because you were so busy twisting yourself into shapes, trying to fit the mold of what she wanted you to be. But the deck was stacked against you from the beginning. You could have turned yourself into a Broadway stage and let her tap dance across your back and it still wouldn’t be enough. You both wanted different things out of life and she was going to still try to get what she wanted, regardless of what it did to you. And you . . . you changed yourself so much for her, do . . . do you even remember who you were before her?”
Patrick felt like he was ten years old again, crying on Jim’s knee on his front porch swing, while Jim told him it was ok to cry about not making it on the baseball team. Even though at the time, it felt like his life was over. He felt like that now, but the reality set in as he tried to stop short of sobbing when he whispered. “No. I . . . I don’t remember who I was. I  . . . “ The hard realization fell on him like a wave of cold water. Without his guilt and anger at himself, his routine of mourning Maria, without these pillars of his existence . . . what did he have left? He dragged his gaze up to meet Jim’s. “I don’t really know who I am anymore.”
Jim just smiled, sniffed, and put a hand on Patrick’s shoulder. “Well, son, then it sounds like you’ve got some work to do. But don’t worry. There have been men with bigger boulders that needed pushed up hills. I know you can do it. You just need to figure out where to start.”
“This is  . . . “ Patrick groaned, putting his head in his hands.
“Too much, too late?” Jim asked. And Patrick could hear the pain in Jim’s voice.
Patrick felt himself nod. He’d held onto his guilt for all these years. He’d started the fight that day. He knew what he was going to say would start a fight. But he wasn’t happy. He wanted them to be happy again. Like they had when they’d been in shows together. Like they had when they’d been dating, when they’d gotten engaged. Like he thought they had been when they were first married, before she started leaving the island every week for “auditions”. 
She’d stormed out of the house, telling him he’d trapped her on the island and he didn’t care about her dreams, that all he wanted was the complete family he hadn’t had growing up and to be a famous playwright, no matter that those dreams had cost them her dreams. He hadn’t chased her. He always kicked himself for that. If he’d chased her to the ferry. If he’d gotten on it, apologized, begged, and pleaded with her. Agreed to move to Seattle, agreed to anything as long as she’d stay with him . . .  maybe if he’d done that, she’d still be alive. But he hadn’t. And she wasn’t. This narrative had shifted and was currently tumbling off its axis as he tried to come to terms with everything Jim was telling him now.
“I’m sorry, Patrick,” Jim said, his voice interrupting the rollercoaster that was about to spin off the rails in Patrick’s head. “I should have told you sooner. But it wasn’t until this last week that I felt like you could handle the truth and not go over the edge. You can be mad at me. You’ve more than earned the right to be. You can be mad at me for the rest of your life if you want. I won’t blame you. But this isn’t about me. This is your life we’re looking at. And if you found something in it that makes you as happy as you seem to have been these last two weeks, then by Hans’ Horn, hold onto that something with both hands and don’t let it go. I don’t know if it was getting back into this old theater, or being involved in all of those Boy Scout shenanigans, or if it had something to do with a certain lady that is ‘just a dead ringer for a shapelier Cate Blanchett’ as Darla says, but whatever it is, don’t let it disappear on you.” Jim got to his feet and Patrick stood too, his brain and body working on different circuits as Jim held his arms out to Patrick and pulled him in for a hug. “I love you, son. Never had any of my own, but you were still mine. And even if you’re mad enough to spit nails at me, I’ll still be around and I’ll gladly take your shrapnel, whenever you’re ready to throw it.”
“Thanks, Jim,” Patrick said, hugging the man to him. “I love you too.” And he meant it. He didn’t have a handle on much at the moment, but he knew he loved Jim Messenger. He was his dad. The only one he’d ever known and the only one he’d ever need. And that bought him every ounce of the same loyalty and forgiveness that he’d give to Nikki or Alex.
They emerged back into the lobby with an arm around each other’s shoulders. Alex immediately ran up to Jim and started asking him if he’d seen Tiny Tim in the show and showing him all the tricks he could do with his crutch. Patrick caught Nikki’s eye from across the room and a wild, reckless plan started forming in his head. She gave him a confused smile, looked around, and then hustled past a group of laughing women to meet him.
“What’s up?” She studied his face and he saw her frown. “You look like you’ve been crying. Are you ok?” She’d dropped her voice to a whisper and moved in front of him, partially shielding him from the rest of the room. He knew why she did it. It was the same reason she’d stayed on the island with Alex and involved Patrick in raising her son. It was the same reason she’d defended his hostile behavior to other townsfolk for the last five years, and it was the same reason she’d called him on his bullshit their entire lives. It was love. As long as he had Nikki and Alex, he knew at least one pillar of who he was. He was an uncle and a brother. He felt a corner of the structure of his existence starting to mend itself.
“I’m fine, Niks,” he said quickly. Actually, if he was being honest, he was more than fine. He felt light. A little wobbly, and like he was barreling down a hill without brakes, but the burning guilt in his gut was gone and he felt like he’d misplaced the weight he normally carried on his shoulders. “Um, I need to go somewhere for a little bit. Do you think you could hold down the fort and make sure everything still goes to plan with the cast and Scott?”
Nikki looked confused, but nodded. “Yeah. There are only about five more people lined up to talk to Scott. I . . . I don’t know if it’s doing any good. He . . . he hasn’t cried or said anything to anyone about keeping the theater open after tonight.” Her face fell.
“Damn it,” Patrick muttered.
“Hey,” Nikki said. “But I’ll keep everyone going, just . . . whatever has got that look in your eye, go do it. I . . . I don’t know what it is. If you’re planning a bank heist, a last-minute skinny dip, or if you’re planning on TP-ing Scott’s house, but whatever it is, go do it. Now.” She grinned. “Whatever is giving me my eighteen-year-old big brother back, needs to happen and it needed to happen about five years ago. In the P.M.S. era.”
“PMS?” Patrick repeated, deadpan.
“Pre-Maria-induced-Scrooge,” she muttered. God, if Nikki only knew the half of it now, Patrick thought. Nikki squeezed his arm. “Now go. We’re fine here.”
Patrick hugged her and took off for the dressing room. He didn’t have a very detailed plan yet. He was still trying to work through everything in his head. But he knew when he’d been the happiest in the last two weeks and who had been the catalyst for it. And he felt like that was a good place to start.
He took the stairs to the dressing room two at a time, and crashed through the door, making Jerry jump.
“Oh, sorry Jer, didn’t know you were in here,” Patrick said quickly, moving to the costume rack to hang up his topcoat.
“P-Patrick,” Jerry said, and Patrick heard him take a deep breath. “I have something to tell you.”
“Um, I’m kind of in a hurry at the moment,” he said, sitting down on the makeup counter to untie his shoes. “Could this wait  . . . “
“No,” Jerry said firmly. “I . . . I’ve been putting it off too long. I need you to listen to me . . . now.”
Patrick felt his familiar scowl cross his face as he looked up at the man. Jerry swallowed hard and took a step back. Then, after a moment, he cleared his throat, squared his shoulders, and marched over to stand in front of Patrick. With Patrick sitting, Jerry towered over him and he could tell from the flicker of relief on Jerry’s face that Jerry had realized this and was thankful for the height advantage.
“I . . . I’m dating your sister,” Jerry said quickly. “We . . . we’ve been dating for almost a year now. And I know you don’t like me . . . you . . . I was a geek in high school and . . . anyway. I . . . I love her. And . . . I . . . want to ask her to marry me . . . and I know what you’re going to say, and I want to tell you that I’m a man, just as good as you are, and I will love your sister for the rest of my life and I’ll take care of her, and I make a good living as a C.P.A. with my firm. And I can provide for her and Alex . . . and . . . I know you’re going to tell me  . . . “
“Yes,” Patrick said, smiling up at the man. “I mean, Nikki’s yes is the only one you should be worried about getting, but Jerry, I’m glad you’re dating her. I’m a little confused about why you two hid it from me for a year or . . . how you managed to hide it. Seriously, have you two thought about going into espionage? Because Nikki and I are close and I . . . didn’t know.” Shit. Was this something else that he’d missed out on because of being so wrapped up in his own guilt? He looked up at Jerry. “Why . . . why were you so worried about telling me?”
Jerry’s face paled. “Well . . . everyone knows you’re kind of . . . um  . . . “
“A scrooge?” Patrick asked.
Jerry hesitated, but nodded. “And she’s your sister . . . and I knew you didn’t like me very much, and  . . . “
“I haven’t liked much of anything for a long time,” he said, staring down at his socks. “But . . . I think I might be ready to try to change that.” He looked up, got to his feet, and met Jerry’s gaze. “And buddy,” he gripped Jerry by both shoulders and he saw the man wince. He relaxed his grip and grinned. “I think I’m going to start with you. You’re good to Nikki at work. She likes you so you must be good to her outside of work. So, yeah, I think I like you, Jerry. Go for it.”
Patrick yanked off his shirt and pants and paused. Jerry was still standing in the same place, only a few feet from him, staring at him, slack-jawed. “Um. Jer? I’m changing here. Do . . . do you want to maybe give me some space?”
“Oh, uh yeah! Sorry. I  . . . “ He quickly moved across the dressing room.
“Why are you down here anyway,” Patrick asked, tugging on his t-shirt. “Why aren’t you upstairs at the party?”
“I was. Then I came down here to practice my lines.”
“Uh, Jerry. The play is over,” Patrick said, pausing when he picked up his jeans.
“My lines for what I was going to say to you,” he muttered. “I didn’t expect you to come in. Uh . . . where are you going by the way?”
Patrick didn’t know the specifics, but that wild, freeing energy was washing over him again as he pulled on his coat. “I’m not sure where I’m going, but I know who I’m going after.”
He took off out the backdoor of the theater and into the mist filling the streets of Hope. The more he thought about Carol and everything he’d felt being with her, laughing with her, talking about the theater, life, writing, and then there was the previous Sunday and the shack by the pond, the more desperate he felt. He had to find her. His blood-on-fire shiver had nothing to do with the damp, cold wet night. Without the biting pain of his guilt, choking all the pleasure out of the memory, he felt his feet picking up their pace. If she was home, he was going to sweep her off her feet, apologize as he carried her across the street, and then discuss anything and everything, or nothing with her in his living room as he told or showed her, her choice, how he felt about her. If he was lucky enough to be handed a second chance  . . . 
He was running now. He skidded to a halt in front of the Forrester’s house and sprinted to the front door. He rang the doorbell and knocked. He heard Harpo barking, but no footsteps coming to the door. He peered into the front window. The house was dark. There was a “woof” beside him as Harpo rocketed around the side of the house and he looked down at the smiley-faced bulldog, drooling on his sneakers and waiting patiently for head scratches. “You’re a hell of a watchdog, Harpo,” Patrick muttered, scratching the dog’s head. “Is your Auntie Car inside?” The bulldog just wagged his stub tail in reply. No help there. He knocked and rang the doorbell again, but he was only met with silence. He closed the front gate behind him and headed for the town square. If she wasn’t at home, then where was she?
The bakery lights were ahead and he picked up his pace again. Of course. He held his breath as the brightly-lit windows came into view. He scanned the shop’s interior but he didn’t see her. He headed for the front door, but he was met by Miss Mandie, double-fisting two huge garbage bags, a cigarette pinched between her lips. “Out for a run in possibly the most uncomfortable running clothes imaginable? Or are you chasing after something other than a good sweat?”
“H-have you seen Carol,” he panted, forcing his feet to stop their forward movement so she could hopefully point him in the right direction.
Miss Mandie set down the bags of garbage and dug in her apron pocket for her lighter. “Yeah.” She took her time lighting her cigarette. “She stopped by for a last cup of coffee before she headed back to Seattle.”
“Sh-she’s gone?” Patrick asked. Though he said it more as a statement than a question. He was too late. Again. He hadn’t been able to stop her from leaving . . . He’d never be able to tell her  . . . 
“Eh, in about two minutes. She’s taking the last ferry of the night.”
And Patrick took off at a run. His heart was pounding in his ears as he took the walking path at a full run, sliding on loose gravel and dirt as he went over the hill. He caught his balance on a tree and ran on. He made it to the ferry, just as the deckhands were prepping the dock for departure. He vaulted over the one releasing the moorings and launched himself onto the deck.
“Hey! Where do you think you’re going?” the deckhand yelled after him.
He leaped off the dock and wrapped both hands around the railing, hoisting himself up and over. The sound of the ferry’s bell as it cast off rung in his ears. He landed and gripped the railing feeling the gentle rock of the ferry beneath him. 
He’d made it. He wasn’t too late. He hadn’t missed his chance. 
He took a deep breath and looked around. He just hoped his luck would hold and he’d be able to say the same thing about Carol.
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Carol


She was going to miss the stars, she decided as she looked up at the blurred blanket above the ferry, separated from them by the swirling mist. And the lack of light pollution. And the coffee, the utter wackiness of the town and all its events . . . she named them off in her head as the ferry cast off. When she was out of physical things, she moved on to people. It was slightly more dangerous considering who she kept trying not to think about. She opened her phone and started scrolling back through the pictures of Fi and Mari, Nikki and Alex, Miss Mandie, and all the bizarre sights she’d seen on the island. She thumbed quickly through the photos where she’d captured Patrick in profile, waiting for his turn, or just being silly with Alex at the Ice Turkey Bowling Tournament. Each one felt like a short stab to the stomach.  Well, Carol, you went on vacation and managed to pick off all the scabs you’d been growing for three years in less than three weeks. Well done. Yeah, she thought, forcing herself to pause on a picture of Patrick, dressed as Scrooge with Alex dressed as Tiny Tim on his lap. Both boys looked tired; she remembered taking the picture during the final dress rehearsal. Patrick’s eyes were closed and he was smiling. Alex was asleep, leaning back against his uncle’s chest, mouth open, and crutch digging into Patrick’s gut. But, she countered the voice in her head. I’m still glad I came. It’s going to hurt for a while. I got my hopes up. And being let down always hurts. But, I can go back to the life I had. That thought wasn’t as cheerful. Writing, no, not even writing. Copy editing for a food blog, in a crappy Seattle apartment, surrounded by towers of boxes just lying in wait to fall and crush her. And probably one day they would. She felt the tears coming again and she swiped angrily at her face. Seriously? Shouldn’t the tanks be empty at this point?
“Stop it,” she muttered to herself. “He’s not worth it.” This point was debatable at the moment, but she needed something to make her stop crying.
“No, he’s not.” She jerked her head up and felt her heart stutter in her chest. Patrick Dorsett was standing on the otherwise deserted deck, looking at her.
“Wh . . . what are you doing here?” she asked. His hair was disheveled and his eyes were swollen as if she hadn’t been the only one crying tonight.
“You know,” he said, moving toward her, his hands dug into his pockets and his head down. “It was right about  . . . ” he paused and looked around him and then back at her, a nervous smile she’d never seen before on his lips, “here, the first time I saw you.” He glanced at the rolly bag beside her. “With that same ugly suitcase. And you were glaring at me.”
She felt a hot surge of annoyance roll over her, overtaking the shock of seeing him. “I was glaring at you? Uh-uh, you were the one who gave me the look that plainly wished me a painful death by fire. I may have scowled at you, but it was return fire.” He raised his hands in surrender and she felt her face trying to smile. Be careful, the voice in her head warned. But too much of the old Carol had emerged on this trip to put her back in the box. She wouldn’t go quietly and at the moment Carol didn’t have the energy to try. “At first I thought the scowl was some kind of island greeting and I’d just volunteered to take a ferry to Dickland.”
“Definitely wouldn’t be up to the hype,” he said, leaning back against the railing. “And besides, when you got to Hope, you probably quickly figured out that ‘Dickland’ only had a population of one on the island.” He pointed at himself. “Me.”
Ok. He’s admitting he’s been a dick. That’s hopeful, right? Carol sighed. No, it wasn’t hopeful. It didn’t change the fact that she’d been open with him, he hadn’t been honest with her, and he’d used her like a carnival ride. He’s just pointing out the obvious by admitting he’s been a dick. That doesn’t change anything.
Patrick was studying her face and he must have been able to read at least the tone of Carol’s thoughts even if he couldn’t hear the content. He dropped his gaze to his feet.
“I was married. Then five years ago  . . . ” He paused, trying to decide where to begin.
“I know,” Carol said quietly. “Nikki told me. She died.”
“Yeah.” He met her gaze. “Do . . . do you want me to tell you the whole story?”
“Yes,” Carol said quietly and without hesitation. She moved over on the bench and with a small smile, Patrick sat down beside her. For a moment they both just looked out at the ocean.
“It’s only a forty-minute ferry ride,” Carol said after another moment of silence. “Clock’s ticking.”
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Patrick smiled, and then he started talking. It was more talking to a woman than he’d done in years. More talking in one setting than he’d done since he was a semi-carefree college kid. The story was painful and embarrassing at times. But Carol didn’t interrupt. She didn’t laugh, she didn’t make fun of him. The only thing she did was listen. And inch closer to him so she could softly rub circles on his back when he put his head in his hands to tell her about the cheating. It was the newest and frankly, the most painful part. His ignorance and stupidity and the way he felt bitten in return for all his trust and loyalty. It opened old wounds to talk about Maria, but he could feel others healing as he vomited everything out into the open. When he finally finished, his cheeks were wet, his voice was ragged, and he felt empty. His legs felt shaky beneath him, but he also felt stronger than he had in years. Not physically. More like his brittle parts were gone, replaced by new possibilities. The one he was hoping for more than any other was sitting next to him on that cold bench, listening to the story of the worst time in his life. And she wasn’t leaving.
“And . . . since then,” he finally said. “I  . . . ”
“You’ve been keeping vigil for her,” Carol said softly. 
The phrase made him mad. Not at Carol, but because that was what he’d been doing. He’d been keeping a candle lit for a woman who’d cheated on him, who hadn’t loved him. He’d kept her memory and a shrine, like she was an uncaring goddess he worshiped.
“Yeah,” he said.
“I’m so sorry.”
He turned to look at her. “You’re sorry? Carol, I’m sorry. I . . . I screwed everything up.”
“I’m grateful, Patrick,” Carol said, smiling at him. “I’m grateful for getting to have met you, and all the experiences I had on the island that you were a part of. I’m grateful I got to know you.”
Patrick stared straight ahead. He wasn’t getting through to her. She was slipping away from him and she was being so damn mature about it. She moved her hands in her lap and a flash of silver caught his eye in the dim running lights above them. “Why do you still wear your wedding ring?” She hesitated and he sat up, turning to look at her. He grinned. “Come on. I just bared my soul to you. Can’t you just answer this one question for me?”
She sighed and looked down at the ring. “It’s stupid.”
“I just found out tonight that I grieved for five years for a woman who’d been cheating on me almost the entire time we were married. If anyone’s stupid,” he thumbed his chest, “it’s this guy.”
“That doesn’t make you stupid,” Carol said, her dark gaze holding him in place. “You trusted her. And you were loyal. And she took advantage of that. That was her problem. Not yours.” She took a deep breath and looked down at her ring. “I still wear this damn thing as a daily reminder of what will never be again. I have a mental closet where I have other reminders, but . . . as someone who wrote romance novels for ten years, it’s easy for me to forget. Seeing this all the time helps me make sure I don’t  . . . ”
“Don’t what?” Patrick asked, reaching over to take her hand. “Don’t let yourself fall in love? Don’t let yourself have your own romance ever again?”
She pulled her hand away and stood up, moving to the rail. “It’s not that. I just  . . . ”
He got to his feet and moved to join her. He could only see her face in dim shadows as she turned, but he could tell she was crying. “What? What is it?”
She turned to face the sea and he heard her draw a shaky breath. “It . . . it helps remind me of . . . of all the other things I couldn’t be . . . for Rex. All the other things I wasn’t . . . capable of.”
And then the pieces fell into place for Patrick. He’d always thought Carol’s ex had to have his head up his ass for leaving her, then he thought he was an evil asshole for cheating on Carol and getting his secretary pregnant. But then, he remembered Carol telling him wryly, but with a flash of what he now realized had been pain in her eyes as she told him about the baby announcements from them every year on Christmas. 
Carol couldn’t have kids. That was what she meant when she said ‘things she couldn’t be’. They were things that she ‘wasn’t capable of’. He pulled her into his arms and hugged her to him as tightly as he could. He felt her stiff posture collapse and her shoulders shake as she cried into his chest. Rex, you bastard. How could you have done something so hateful to someone like Carol Springfield? Patrick had only known the woman for three weeks and he already knew she was one of the toughest, most loving, loyal, helpful, and kind women he’d ever met. And she was strong. She was talented, and she had a tender heart. One he’d stomped on, just like Rex. And what had she done? She’d thanked him. Told her she was grateful. The words felt like road salt rubbed into open wounds. He didn’t know if he could make things right, but he was going to try.
[image: image-placeholder]CAROL

She couldn’t believe she’d actually told him. Besides Mari and of course, Rex, she hadn’t told anyone about her infertility. The doctors hadn’t known if it was permanent. They said it could be stress, or the insane exercise schedule she tried to keep to stay as slim as possible so Rex wouldn’t make comments about her weight. But, either way, after eight months of trying, she still hadn’t been able to get pregnant. And a week or two later, by her calculations, Rex had knocked up his secretary. That about figured.
When she’d told Patrick, she couldn’t even say the words. She’d said what she could, expecting him to awkwardly pat her on the shoulder when he figured it out. She hadn’t expected the bone-crushing hug of support she’d gotten or the way he’d held her while she cried. She’d tried to pull herself back together as quickly as she could. Her mom had always told her there was no use crying for the past unless it made the future better or gave you peace in the present. And when she pulled back from Patrick, she did feel a strange emptiness around her heart. But it wasn’t unpleasant. It felt like she’d been dragging around an anchor that had finally been cut free. She took a few steadying breaths and looked up at him. He smiled at her as he reached out and brushed a tear off her cheek with his thumb. She could see fresh tears in his eyes reflected in the ferry’s dim running lights. Whether they were tears for her or for himself, she didn’t know.
“You know, I’ve always hated taking the ferry,” Patrick said. 
A passing deckhand paused and looked at them and they both smiled at him and waved. After a minute, the man continued, a sour look on his face. 
“Sorry, I should elaborate. The reason I hate taking the ferry is because it carries some bad memories for me. There’s so much baggage on the ferry too. People coming and people going. Even when it’s not my luggage, it triggers something in my head that gives me anxiety. Maria . . . she took two suitcases with her that day she left. They . . . they sent them back to me after . . . and I’ve never opened them. I don’t think I ever will. I hate baggage. Can’t we just be who we are at the moment? Not needing a change of clothes to fit in with everyone else? Or a bunch of crap from a former life to drag around to remind us of the past that we can’t change?”
Carol chuckled. “My apartment is filled with the packing boxes I moved in with three years ago and can’t bring myself to open or unpack because in every one of them, there’s some stupid reminder of the life I don’t have anymore and never will again.”
“I’ve got you beat,” he said with a grin. “My whole stupid house is a shrine to my cheating dead wife. I even kept her magazines from five years ago.”
“We’re quite a pair,” Carol murmured. “The baggage handlers.”
“Yeah,” he said. “But I want to go on strike. How about you?”
She gave him a blank look. “Sorry, did we move from metaphor to  . . . ”
He kept his gaze locked with hers while he grabbed his left ring finger and twisted his wedding ring, wincing as he finally managed to pull it off. “Time to lighten the load? What do you say?”
She was speechless. If someone like Patrick could let go . . . she thought of the morning jog, the way he’d challenged her. Yeah. She could do with carrying around a little less baggage. She smiled at him as she twisted her ring until it came off her finger.
Patrick pulled back his arm. “We throw them on three?”
“One,” Carol said, pulling her fist back. “Two. Three!”
They of course didn’t hear a splash over the churning water under the ferry, but Carol felt the ring leave her hand and for a moment, she felt like she was in a free fall. 
What if she forgot? What if she fell . . . 
And then Patrick’s hand was holding hers. She turned to look at him and she saw the flicker of hopeful vulnerability in his eyes. The look of someone who’d denied or been denied something for so long, they’re scared to ever want it again because they know too well how bad the disappointment tastes. She didn’t hesitate. She held his face in her hands and leaned in to press her lips against his. The kiss quickly turned heated and she was enjoying, probably too much, the feel of his hair running through her bare fingers when they heard the annoyed throat clear of a nearby deckhand.
“We’ve arrived at the Anacortes terminal. The ferry will be departing back to Hope Island in ten minutes, so I would suggest you disembark.”
Patrick groaned. “We have to wait ten minutes before we can even start the trip back? See? This is another reason I don’t like taking the ferry.”
“You’re  . . . ”
“Yeah, we’ll need two return tickets to Hope Island,” Carol said, still staring into Patrick’s eyes. She glanced over at the deckhand, giving him her most winning smile. “Please?”
The deckhand grumbled about time wasters, but walked away.
“I suppose we should follow him and get those tickets or he might just push us overboard once we get back on open water,” Carol muttered. She started to follow the deckhand but Patrick stopped her.
“Wait, you’re . . . you’re coming back?”
She grinned at him. “Yeah. I . . . I told Mari I’d come for Christmas. And that’s not until the day after tomorrow, so I should probably make good on my promise.” She paused and he saw her face tense. “That is, if she’s not so mad she kicks me out. I . . . I didn’t tell her or Fi I was leaving. I . . . left them a letter.” She looked up at him. “If . . . if she throws me out, I don’t suppose I could . . . maybe crash on your couch  . . . ”
“You can crash anywhere you’d want to. Crash landings are my specialty.” He kissed her and she had another fleeting hopeful thought. Maybe I am a rocket ship to him.
They bought a couple cups of coffee from the deckhand so they could tip him in addition to buying their return tickets and they sat on a bench on the deck that was tucked out of the wind but still gave them a view of the night sky which was starting to clear up. Carol smiled when she heard them both take a simultaneous deep breath of the salty sea air. “How’d the cast party go? Did Scott break down in tears when Alex told him how much playing Tiny Tim had meant to him?”
Patrick sighed and she saw his easy expression turn to defeat. “No. Scott didn’t seem moved at all. And when I left, there were only a few people left to talk to him.” He shook his head. “I’m afraid it might be a done deal,” his tone was bitter and she couldn’t blame him. When money was the most important thing to a person, it was next to impossible to convince them to be human.
The return trip seemed to go by a lot more quickly while they tried to think of any other way they could convince Scott to not sell the theater. “I could sell the rights to my books,” Carol said, thinking. “But I don’t know what Pacific Ridge is planning on paying Scott for the theater.” She grinned at Patrick. “My books aren’t selling as well these days. Not like they were four years ago.”
Patrick tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “They will again. I get the feeling you still have a lot of books left in you to write. I . . . I’ll even help you with the research . . . if you need  . . . ”
She leaned in and ran the tip of her tongue over his earlobe as she said, “I not only need, I want.” She felt him shiver beside her as she gently bit down. He growled and she squealed as he pulled her onto his lap. Their next kiss was so intense, Patrick was the one who broke it.
“Ok, that . . . that’s about as much as a man can stand in public. Gotta . . . gotta maintain decorum while . . . we’re in public.” She laughed and slid back down to sit beside him on the bench. She was afraid of what would happen if she’d stayed on his lap, especially with what she could feel moving beneath her. Patrick definitely had more “decorum” than she did.
“I could try to sell my play rights but  . . . ”
“I knew it!” Carol said, making Patrick jump. “I knew I’d read your name. The play This Poisoned Wonder, that’s yours isn’t it? At the Rose? Aren’t they currently doing it?”
“They were,” he said with a grin. “The run ended the first week of December.”
She smiled at him, slowly shaking her head. “A writer couldn’t recognize another writer.”
“Well, not when both writers have been camouflaged as copy editors and data analysts for the last few years,” Patrick said. “We not only forget how to write, but how to recognize it.”
“We need to find out how much that company is paying for The Spark,” Carol said, frowning. “Even if we can’t afford as much, maybe we can convince him to take the money we offer him and keep his reputation in town. Maybe combined, it’ll be enough. And if we can find the papers that got lost somewhere in Scott’s office, we might be able to find the amount.”
“Tomorrow,” he said with a grin. “We’ll look for the papers first thing in the morning. Tonight, we’re going to be far too busy with other plans.” 
Carol smiled. “I could get behind that.”
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Patrick


Patrick’s dreams had been a sun-drenched, twisted mess of Carol’s smiling face, the Spark’s costume shop, the ferry, a screaming Maria, and Harpo hanging out of the window of a black sports car. He blamed the surprise pizza that Mari, Fi, and Carol had talked him into trying. Sweet peppers, sundried tomatoes, jalapenos, anchovies, and pineapple. He was pretty sure those ingredients made napalm when combined with stomach acid. He blinked the sleep out of his eyes, and stared up at the ceiling of his bedroom, smiling. He’d left Carol at Mari’s after promising to come back over for breakfast and bring reinforcements to come up with one more plan to save The Spark.  
The reinforcements were going to come in the form of Alex and Nikki and for a moment, he savored the realization that for once he was going to be the person getting to wake her up at the crack of dawn. Maybe he’d creep in and just sit in the chair in her bedroom and wait for her to wake up and scream when she saw him. Or maybe he’d borrow one of Alex’s Nerf guns and just let the Nerf darts bounce off of her until she got up out of pure annoyance. He rolled out of bed and took a deep breath. The night before, he’d assembled a dozen cardboard boxes he’d found in the garage and started boxing up all of Maria’s stuff. He’d started with the bedroom. And with every magazine, old perfume bottle, can of hairspray, and drawer of clothes that he’d dumped into the boxes, it had felt like the house was clearing its throat, dislodging the obstruction that had been choking it for five years. He’d taken down the sheers that she’d bought and left the plain white Venetian blinds. He’d topped the box off with the damn throw pillows he’d always hated and stuffed the weird pleated and gathered comforter that was covered with freaking buttons into a garbage bag. He was lining the boxes up by the front door to take over to the Hope Chest after Nikki went through them to see if she wanted anything. He should probably ask Mari and Fi . . . and . . . it might be weird for Carol, to go through them and see if there was anything they wanted. 
He didn’t know if it would be as easy for him to physically remove her from his house, but the righteous anger that was still boiling inside him every time he thought about how she’d cheated and lied to him was doing a lot to fuel his rage cleaning. He got dressed, only pausing for a moment to admire the empty side of the walk-in closet. A clean slate. Breathing room. Scary, but different. And different in this case felt very, very good. He’d forgotten what it was like to not have guilt-induced heartburn every second of the day. The thought made him pause, waiting for guilt over not feeling guilty for the first time in five years to come over him. But it didn’t come. Instead, he felt like he was twenty-one again. He took the stairs two at a time, which he realized worked better going up than going down. He tripped on the fourth stair from the bottom, slipped, and fell the rest of the way down, landing at the bottom in a heap. “Ok. Not twenty-one. Maybe, just feel thirty-nine,” he wheezed. He was young-ish. He just hoped he wasn’t too old to still be able to have something with Carol. 
He didn’t know what that would be or if she’d even want it long-term, but tomorrow was Christmas and it was the season of hope. And if he needed to cash in every Christmas miracle he was ever going to have for the rest of his life, just for a shot at making this Christmas wish come true, he’d do it without batting an eye. Nerves, worse than opening night, were threatening to overcome him any time he paused to think about seeing Carol and what he wanted to ask her. One problem at a time. The Spark was still in danger and they only had one plan left. And he had his doubts about it. There was a good chance that Pacific Ridge was offering Scott a seven-figure amount. He knew Carol’s books had sold well and his plays did ok, but selling rights would take time, and even combined, he had a bad feeling the amount wouldn’t be enough to tempt Scott. 
It was still early. Too early to go over to Nikki’s as much as he wanted to annoy her awake, and too early to go to Mari’s no matter how much he wanted to see Carol. He just needed something to distract himself for another hour. He looked around the living room. He’d already scrubbed Maria out of it and the kitchen. From where he stood, he could see into the den. With a grin, he grabbed a box. When he was done, the walls still held his books and there was a shelf full of Rose Fielding books, but he’d purged everything else.
[image: image-placeholder]“Alright,” Carol said, calling the meeting to order with a whack of the spatula she was using to flip pancakes in the sea of chaos caused by Alex, Harpo, and Fi running laps around the table chasing each other. Nikki, Mari, and Patrick were trying to drink their coffee rather than wear it but the kitchen was small, and inevitably any time one of them tried to take a sip, they’d get bumped from behind by one of the “trio of terrors” and spill. “Everyone button your yaps and sit down or you won’t be getting any Christmas pancakes.” If he wasn’t already sitting and quiet, that would have gotten Patrick’s attention. The kitchen smelled like Christmas incarnate. The pancakes were gingerbread with green and red sprinkles. The syrup was an icing sugar-based concoction and they were served with sliced strawberries on top. Not to mention, the chef herself looked good enough to . . . he cleared his throat and told his inner college kid to smoke some mental weed and keep himself under control. Alex and Fi piled into chairs between Mari and Patrick and they were all quiet while Carol put pancakes on everyone’s plates. Mari had poured orange juice all around and when Carol finally sat down, Patrick looked around the table and a warmth rushed through him, watching Nikki and Mari with their kids. When he glanced at Carol, he saw she was watching too, her expression wistful. Under the table, he gently nudged her leg. When she looked over at him, he gave her a smile and he tried to put a lot of unsaid things into the smile. Even if he and Carol would only ever be Uncle Patrick and Auntie Car-Car, that would be more than enough for him, especially if he could have her in his life too. He just didn’t know if it would be enough for her.
“Patrick and I have an idea. A  . . . last ditch effort to try to save The Spark,” Carol said, looking down at the table. “We’re going to spare you all most of the details in case something happens so the four of you won’t be accessories to anything.” That got Nikki and Mari’s attention.
“What the hiccup are you two planning to do?” Nikki asked. Carol raised an eyebrow at her. Nikki rolled her eyes. “Darla got onto me the other day for ‘cussing’ around Alex. I guess he said ‘shit’ at a Scouts meeting and Jake told Jim about it and Jim told Darla so she told me.” Patrick didn’t miss the way Carol’s eyes cut him.
“There was shit everywhere though,” Alex said. “When we opened the cabinet where our meeting stuff lives, everything fell out. And it was a mess.”
Fi started to giggle and Mari glared down at her. “Do you know something about this?” Fi looked up at her mom, all big eyes and innocent smile, shaking her head.
Mari and Nikki both narrowed their eyes at Carol and Patrick. “You,” they both said. In surrender, Carol and Patrick raised their hands.
“Ok, before we get the firing squad, can we just try to make this plan work? You can shoot us after Christmas,” Carol said. “Hopefully when the theater is safe.” Though he could tell she wasn’t completely convinced by her words.
“Well while you two are doing . . . whatever it is you’re doing, what should we do?” Nikki asked.
Carol looked at Patrick. The expression on her face was blank. Crap. What should they do? “Um . . . talk to Miss Mandie. And the other store owners in town and see if you can get them together. I’ll bet they don’t want some chain store clogging up the square and threatening their businesses.
Mari nodded. “Yeah. Maybe instead of appealing to his non-existent better nature, we just need to scare the sh . . . schnitzel out of him.”
“Yeah,” Nikki agreed. “If we can get Miss Mandie, and the Bumbles . . .  Oh! And Esther  . . . ”
After breakfast, Carol and Patrick slipped out the front door and headed to the theater. They had Nikki’s key that Ann had given her the night before so she could let everyone in later that day to break down sets and put the costumes away.
“I didn’t want to say anything discouraging in front of them,” Carol muttered as they turned down the street, “but I don’t have a lot of hope for this plan.”
Patrick nodded. “I know. But at least we’re trying. The outcome isn’t as important as the effort.”
She glanced over at him with a smile. “Who says that?”
Patrick shrugged. “Me?”
“I like it,” she said softly as they crossed into the town square. It was Sunday, Christmas Eve, and the town was waking up slowly. De-Floured had a full house, but the square itself only had a few groups of wandering window shoppers out enjoying the evergreen and sea salt-scented air. “Let’s go through the side door,” she said, glancing around the square. “In case someone is bored, waiting in line over at De-Floured, sees us, and starts feeling nosey.” Patrick nodded and followed her around the side of the building. They crept through the dark theater and headed for the stairs to the balcony and Scott’s office. When they got to his door, Carol paused and looked at Patrick. “You don’t have to do this. You can stop now and leave and not even be linked to this ridiculous plan in case it fails and we get caught.”
He shook his head. “You jump, I jump, Jack.” Her smile at that moment almost broke his resolve to keep the question he wanted to ask her to himself until they’d gotten the theater taken care of, or at least given it their best shot.
Carol tried the door and they both breathed a sigh of relief when the handle turned.
“Hurdle one cleared,” she breathed, leading the way as they tiptoed into the room. The shades on the window were drawn and when the door closed behind them, they stood for a moment in near-total darkness while they felt along the walls for the light switch. Carol was the first to find it and when the lights blinked on, they stared at the disaster around them. Drawers were yanked out of the desk, the desk’s surface was strewn with paper and office supplies, and papers covered the floor. “Well,” Carol said on a sigh. “At least if Scott did this himself, he’d never know if we’d been here to look as well.”
“Yeah,” Patrick said, shaking his head. “But if Scott wasn’t able to find the documents, what makes us think we’ll be able to?”
“I doubt the documents he was looking for were the only ones from Pacific Ridge that gave a ballpark price to him. We just need to know how many zeroes so we’ll be able to tell if we can even hope to compete.” She didn’t sound confident, but she went to the desk and started shifting through papers and he squatted down to look through the ones on the floor.
They’d been searching for an hour when they heard the doors bang open below them and the sound of running feet. Carol glanced up from the paper she’d been reading and met Patrick’s startled gaze. They scrambled to the door and Carol flicked the light off as they hustled back out into the hall, closing the office door behind them. They could hear muffled voices below.
Carol stopped short and Patrick ran into her. He automatically reached out to steady her, his hands on her hips. For a moment, they both froze, the only sound their quiet, but suddenly fast breathing. God, she felt too good in his hands. Let go of her. It could be the cops downstairs. What if Scott had security cameras or an alarm in his office?
“I-I say we slip down the side stairs and head backstage. We’ll be able to see what’s happening and if we’re caught, we can tell them we’re just here to put away costumes and props from the show,” she whispered. He didn’t miss the pink rising in Carol’s cheeks or along her exposed collarbone.
“Good plan,” he whispered. She caught his hand, weaving her fingers through his and he didn’t care anymore if they were caught. He would follow Carol Springfield through hell if it meant he could have her hand in his.
The backstage was dark, but there was a strange iridescent white glow coming from the stage. They paused next to one of the side curtains and held their breath as they peeked out onto the stage.
“What the . . . “ Carol whispered. Patrick had to say, that about summed it up. The Victorian London set pieces were still in place, but what looked like the Citizens of Hope sign had been dug up, concrete base and all, and was sitting in a pile of dirt on the stage. The top post where Scott’s name had been, was gone. But, that wasn’t the most shocking element on the stage in front of them. The bright white light was emanating from a small figure of a girl. She had long silvery hair and she was wearing a white dress. She was frowning at a cowering figure kneeling on the front of the stage. He was crying and when he raised his head, Patrick felt his jaw drop.
“No, spirit, please. Not that.” It was Scott. His face was panicked as he looked from the Citizens of Hope sign, back to the ghost. “Anything but that.” The little girl was holding something in her hand and she approached the cowering Scott who was shaking in a pair of Batman pajamas and what looked like his daughter’s rain boots, covered in pink hearts. She set the object down in front of him and stepped back.
“Papers,” Carol whispered.
Scott raised his head and even from where they were standing, he could see Scott’s eyes were very red. “Yes. Oh yes, spirit.” He seized the papers and started ripping them to shreds. “Yes. I understand now. I will live in the past, present, and future. Oh, I’m as giddy as an angel. I’m as merry as a schoolboy!”
Patrick shook his head sadly. “What a crappy line read. Reverse those two, Scrooge,” he muttered as Scott rolled off the front of the stage and ran up the aisle. 
“You’re a much better Scrooge,” Carol said. She turned to him, smiling. “Do . . . do you think he means it?”
Patrick shrugged, but he couldn’t stop smiling. “Maybe. I never thought about putting Scott in the play. Though, my money is on there being a few other things that came into play for this change of heart. For one, who’s that little actress out there and how did she make that glowing effect happen? We could have used that in the show.” They turned to look back at the stage.
“Where did she go?” Carol asked, looking around.
“Patrick! Carol! Are you in here?” Nikki’s voice yelled into the theater.
They’d walked out onto the stage to look behind the set pieces for the little girl, but she was nowhere. Nikki came sprinting down the aisle with Fi and Alex right behind her and Mari and Miss Mandie bringing up the rear.
“Did it work?” Miss Mandie called as they made their way to the front of the stage.
“You made all of this happen?” Carol asked, blinking at her.
Miss Mandie shrugged. “Gather around children. I’ve got a little Christmas Eve tale to spin.” They all moved to the front of the stage and Miss Mandie tugged at her Christmas sweater that sported a sequined woman’s face and the words “Deck Them Halls”. “Damn girls keep trying to go for a walk on their own,” she muttered to Mari and Carol who were standing the nearest to her while she tried to resituate her boobs. “Anyway, so, I recently obtained a marijuana license so that I could include it in some baked goods. Bart’s idea. Haven’t been able to tell yet if it’s a good one. I just started selling my ‘Chronic Chocoholic’ brownies. Well, old Scott came through this morning, yapping on his phone, pointed right at them, held up two fingers, and shooed me over to the coffee machine as well. Now, I tried to make sure he knew what he was buying and I mean, it’s printed right under the name in the case that this product contains marijuana. But, because he was talking on his cell phone, I couldn’t confirm with him that he did indeed understand. I put two in a bag for him, handed him his coffee, and after tossing the money at me, he was off.”
“So . . . Scott was high when he was in here just now?” Carol asked.
Miss Mandie shrugged. “I’m guessing so. I found this outside.” She pulled a rumpled De-Floured paper bag out of her pocket. “I can still smell the choco-pot inside it.”
“So . . . he ate both brownies,” Patrick said, blinking. “Uh . . . how strong did you make those things, Miss Mandie?”
She sighed. “Well, I’m a little new at cooking with this stuff. And I wanted them to have a healthy kick. And learning the metric system to be able to weigh this stuff out has been a new experience for me when I’m so used to cups, teaspoons, and going by eye. So, I think I made them a little too strong. Again, I would have warned him if he’d bothered to get off the damn phone for a few minutes. Anyway, Bart tried one from my first batch and told me it needed more. So, I doubled the ingredient and when I told Bart how much I added . . . he said  . . . ”
“He said what,” Carol asked.
“He said each brownie should last a pretty high dosage user about  . . . a week. And they’d be smart to cut it into smaller pieces  . . . ”
“Holy Sh  . . . ” Patrick caught Nikki’s glare and coughed. “Schnitzel. Scott just ate two weeks’ worth of high-dosage pot?”
Miss Mandie shrugged. “I guess so. Don’t worry. We’ll probably find him asleep down the chip aisle at Bumble’s in the next hour or so, with one hand stuck in a Pringles can and peanut butter smeared all over his face.”
“I want that Christmas card,” Nikki muttered.
“And are you responsible for . . . this?” Carol asked Miss Mandie, nodding over at the uprooted sign.
Miss Mandie nodded. “Yeah. I guess I was pissed when he left the bakery this morning. And menopause has been giving me this hulk-like strength. So, I made Bart go dig that stupid thing up. And he had help. Nikki and Mari here had everyone riled up so we were able to take off Scott’s nameplate and drag the thing in here in pretty short order. We were planning to just leave it on the stage to shame him when he comes here with the developers over Christmas. Forgot you all have to clear the show off the stage today. Sorry about that.”
They all just stared at her.
“You have nothing to be sorry about,” Carol finally said, shaking her head. She looked at Nikki and Mari and then over at Patrick. “Somehow, it all came together, and then this little girl was here. She’d dressed up like a ghost and she stood on the stage. Scott thought she was a spirit. He was quoting Scrooge and she got him to rip up the papers.”
“A little girl dressed up like a ghost?” Nikki repeated, looking like she didn’t believe it.
“It was probably Annie,” Fi said, trying to walk across the armrests of the front row of chairs. Mari helped Fi down, frowning.
“Who’s Annie? There wasn’t a little girl named Annie in the play, was there?” Mari asked, looking around. They all shook their heads.
“She wasn’t in the play,” Fi said, rolling her eyes. “She’s a ghost. She lives here in the theater. I was scared the first time I saw her. But she’s really nice.”
No one knew what to say to this. Patrick felt himself starting to smile. “Most theaters have at least one ghost in them. So ours is named, Annie?” Fi nodded and stuck her tongue out at Alex who took off after her as they ran up the aisle.
Miss Mandie chuckled, watching them. “What I wouldn’t give to have that kind of energy again.”
“Seconded,” Nikki, Carol, and Mari muttered.
“So . . . should we be worried about this . . . ghost?” Nikki asked, peering around the stage. “I mean . . . I can’t believe we’re talking about a ghost, but  . . . ”
“Then don’t,” Patrick said with a shrug. Everyone turned to look at him. He just smiled, meeting Carol’s gaze. “If Scott’s change of heart holds, he won’t be getting rid of the theater, thanks to the townsfolk, a little theater magic  . . . ”
“And a shit ton of pot,” Miss Mandie added.
“A shit ton,” Fi and Alex chanted as they ran by.
Nikki and Mari glared at Miss Mandie who was now searching her pockets for her cigarettes.
Carol crossed to Patrick. “So in short, Hope saved its own theater. The people, the magic . . . and at least one organic . . . wildcard.”
Patrick pulled Carol in for a hug. Alex stopped in front of the stage and beamed at all of them. Fi screeched to a halt beside them, grinning at Alex and then at everyone else. Alex took a deep breath and opened his mouth.
“God bless us, everyone,” Fi yelled. And then she ran.
“Hey! That’s my line,” Alex yelled, taking off after her.
They all headed up the aisle just as the front door of the theater was opened and a tall man came in, holding his head and muttering. It was Deputy Bill Benson.
“Hey Bill,” Patrick called.
Bill looked up and smiled. “Oh thank god. I thought I was losing my grip there for a minute.”
“What do you mean?” Carol asked.
He shook his head and gave the street a dirty look. “Well, first, I noticed that the big plastic Frosty that used to be outside the post office was now where the Citizens of Hope sign usually is. Then, Scott grabbed me in the street by the collar of my coat and screamed in my face, asking me ‘What day is it today, young man?’ So I said, ‘Scott, did you know you’re wearing your daughter’s boots?’ But then he just asked me again, shaking me harder and getting closer to my face until we were nose to nose. So I told the goofy bastard that it was Christmas Eve and asked him what he was on. Then he just head-butted me and ran off, pulling off his clothes and throwing them at people. I tried to catch him, but by that time there wasn’t . . . um . . . anything to get a grip on.”
“Say no more,” Patrick said quickly.
“Yeah. Please,” Carol added.
“Do you people know what the hell is going on?” he asked, looking from one face to another. It was a lot easier for them to shake their heads and pretend to be as confused as he was because Bill wasn’t putting on his serious cop face. Maybe it was the head-butting or maybe it was because he was confused, or maybe it was just one more Christmas Eve miracle, but after a moment, his radio squawked.
“Bill, you still in the square?” Patrick recognized Barry Whitmore’s nasally voice on the radio. Bill sighed and pulled his radio off his belt.
“Yeah, Barry. What is it?”
“Um . . . I don’t know who is on what, but we just got a hysterical call from Linda Bumble. Apparently, Scott is over at Bumble’s . . . streaking and trying to use his anatomy as a shopping bag.” Barry sounded like he was reading verbatim whatever he’d written down. He sighed heavily into the radio. “I don’t know what that means, but I can’t think of any good interpretations of it.”
Bill heaved his own weary sigh. It was the sigh of a parent at three a.m. when he realizes that coffee ice cream at bedtime was a very bad idea for his four children.
“I’m heading there now,” Bill muttered into his radio. He hung it on his belt again and looked around at the rest of them. “Merry Christmas, folks. If Scott gets away from me again and happens to come in here, can you . . . corral him or something? And then call the station?”
“Will do,” Patrick said, nodding. They all agreed and then watched Bill leave. 
Carol looked around at the rest of them. “How long do you think he’ll be in Bumble’s? Think we have enough time to put the sign back?”
They sent Fi and Alex to be lookouts and the rest of them worked as fast as they could, moving Frosty back to the post office and getting the sign back in its hole.
“Well the hole’s a little loose now,” Carol muttered, getting down on her hands and knees. “Damn.” She sat back on her heels. “It’s crooked.”
Patrick glanced around the square. One of the things that made Hope look like a Hallmark card or some kind of fantasy tourist town was that the old buildings all leaned slightly to one side. It wasn’t immediately noticeable, but the longer you looked, the more you saw how the old structures had been affected by the hard winds coming off the seas and the abuse of the elements around them, bending, but never breaking. Like the people of Hope. And that was when he realized why he’d come back to Hope and why he’d never wanted to leave again. Hope was strong. And he wouldn’t have made it through the past five years without this town. It had taken him as he was, grumpy, taciturn, broken. And it had been patient. Just like the woman standing next to the sign in front of him. She glanced up at the buildings on either side of her.
“Huh, I guess they’re a little crooked too.” She looked back at him. “So, it kind of fits in, right?”
As he looked at Carol Springfield, with dirt on her hands, lines on her face from their late night planning session, trying to save his town’s beloved theater, and still with the kind smile on her face that he’d fallen in love with, he could only nod. “Yeah. It fits right in.”
They heard a commotion behind them and turned in time to see Bill walking Scott out of Bumble’s. Scott was naked, except for a large gift bag that holes had been cut out of for Scott’s legs. He was holding one of the handles in both of his hands and smiling at everyone he passed. “Merry Christmas!” he yelled at them as they passed.
“Merry Christmas, Scott,” Carol called back. “I like the gift bag!”
“I’m a present!” Scott called back, twisting to smile at her, his pupils still the size of quarters.
“You sure are,” Nikki said, hugging Mari. “This theater is the only Christmas present I wanted.”
Mari squeezed Nikki. “Me too.”
“I don’t know about you all,” Miss Mandie said, lighting a cigarette, “but I feel like I either need a very strong  cup of coffee or a very hot shower after seeing so much of Scott just now.”
“Coffee,” they all muttered, following after Miss Mandie.
“Come on Fi, Alex,” Mari called across the square. “Who wants hot cocoa?”
Patrick and Carol paused and braced themselves as Fi and Alex blew by them. Patrick put his arm around Carol and they took their time following the rest over to De-Floured.
“Well, as long as the pot trip leaves a terrifying, lasting impression on Scott, the theater is safe,” Carol said with a smile.
Patrick nodded. “Yeah. I didn’t think it would be possible if I’m being honest.”
Carol shook her head. “Me either. But there are a lot of things that have happened in the last three weeks that I didn’t think were possible.” He paused and Carol turned to look at him. He felt his nerves starting to dance in his stomach and along his limbs. He took a deep breath and tried to just focus on the woman standing in front of him. She was smiling at him as if she wanted nothing more than to hear what he had to say. He felt her squeeze his hand reassuringly and he found his voice.
“Carol,” Patrick said, trying to put the words in the right order. He saw Carol’s smile freeze on her face and her gaze drop from his eyes, down to his chest. She thinks you’re going to reject her . . . again. “Would you . . . would you consider  . . . ” Jim was right. It wasn’t easy for Patrick to ask for what he wanted. He took another deep breath and decided to just dive in. “Would you stay . . . here . . . with me?”
Carol raised her gaze to study his face. “You want me to stay?”
Patrick nodded. “Specifically . . . with me? Unless  . . . ”
“For how long?” she asked.
“Forever?” he breathed, pulling her to him until their foreheads were resting against each other.
“Really?” she breathed. “I’m not a . . . carnival ride? I’m a rocket ship?”
“Always,” he said with a grin. He didn’t know exactly what she meant, but he decided to just go with it. “Just call me your rocket man.”
She was in his arms, her lips pressed against his and he wasn’t sure if it was euphoria for her agreeing to stay, or the blaze of how good her kiss felt, or how right it felt to have Carol Springfield in his arms, but he felt one final painful shift inside him, like a bone being finally set after being broken for far too long. And for the first time in five years, longer if he was really being honest, he was full of hope. The ghost of his past was gone, and his present and future were looking bright. All thanks to a fellow Christmas scrooge.   
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He’d asked her to stay. He could have just let her leave, go back to Seattle, and been grateful for the memory like she’d been willing to be. But he hadn’t. He knew about all of her baggage. He’d seen it. He’d even helped her carry it. And he’d still asked her to stay. And as she sat, crowded shoulder to shoulder around a little table in the window of De-Floured, on Christmas Eve, out on the tiny island of Hope, smiling at her family and her adopted family of Nikki and Alex, while Patrick held her hand under the table, she found herself smiling. The hope of the season was infectious when surrounded by the arms of this wacky little town. It didn’t ask for much. It didn’t demand that you be clean, wealthy, undamaged, or even fully clothed. It just opened its arms and pulled you in, exactly as you are. And it would hold you as long as you wanted to be held. 
As she sipped her coffee and glanced out at the Confounding Carolers and the men and women carrying boxes to Town Hall, all dressed as Santas with full beards, she had two thoughts. Her first was a deep thanks to the universe that the Girl Scouts were too underage to work the Santa Ball and Crawl per Mari’s explanation. She felt Patrick squeeze her hand and she looked over to meet his gaze with a smile. And her second thought was that maybe . . . just maybe, Christmas wasn’t so bad after all.




Epilogue

Patrick


“I am not copying you,” Patrick said, feigning outrage. 
“Oh, so you just happen to be writing a romance play at the same time I’m writing a romance novel?” Carol asked, raising an eyebrow at him. The view from their den window hadn’t changed much in the six weeks since Carol had moved in with him. It was mid-February but the cold sleeting rain was still blurring the world beyond their “writer’s haven” as Carol called it. When Carol had agreed to move in, Patrick had greeted her at the door with a book of paint swatches and an empty house. The furniture was luggage from another life that he was all too happy to offload. They’d outfitted the den first. Two desks, back to back so they could both write and finish out their two weeks’ notices from their other jobs. The rest of the house was still a work in progress but the smell of fresh paint mixed with Carol’s clean and citrus scent was the fragrance of new hope to him. A hope that had taken him three days earlier into A Glimmer of Hope, the local jewelry store. Now, his hand was in his pocket, worrying the clasp on the little black box. 
“It’s a big genre Car-Car,” Patrick said, trying to force the smile out of his voice and regain the scowl that was becoming harder by the day to find. Carol Springfield had made him forget how to even frown properly. “We can both write in it.”
“It’s not that,” Carol said, and he heard her chair squeak as she turned to face him. He resolutely tried to keep his eyes on his computer screen, taking deep breaths to steel himself to ask for what he wanted. He could hear the smile in her voice. “It’s just that I’ve now read all your previous works and  . . . they’re tragedies, Paddy. Like really sad, corkscrew-to-the-heart, one-legged-puppy-trying-to-dog-paddle-to-safety sad.”
“Jesus,” he muttered. “I think you just gave my heart whatever the opposite of an erection is.”
“Mine too,” she muttered. “Ok. They’re not that sad, but sweetheart  . . . ” A deep, swelling warmth filled his chest at the word and he held his breath, turning in his chair to look at her. “Are you sure you want to try to write a sappy romance? I mean . . . I’ll never be able to write anything as complex and literary as you write in your plays. And I’m ok with that. I just . . . I don’t want you to be disappointed with the outcome.” He reached for her, cupping her cheek in his hand. She kissed his palm and looked at him, honey-brown eyes wide and hopeful.
“Well, I don’t want to be disappointed with the outcome either, which is why it would be incredibly helpful if you’d be willing to read through this scene with me. You know, help me find the beats, the pacing. And hey, since you’re an expert in writing romance, you could help me tighten the dialogue, or . . . loosen it, wherever it’s needed? Please?”
Carol attempted a put-upon sigh but the whole effect was ruined by the smile she wasn’t able to suppress. “I guess.”
He felt his heart starting to race in his chest as he got to his feet and went to the printer. “Ok. It’s not a very long scene. Patricia and Carl are at their friend Mandie’s cabin. She sent them up there to work out what’s happened between them and after three days of bear attacks, talks about existential dread and the meaning of life, a fall in the frozen lake, steamy sex in front of a roaring fire  . . . ”
“Sounds erotically familiar,” Carol chuckled.
“And a huge fight about their pasts,” he continued, trying to keep a straight face, “they’re coming to a decision about where to go from here. Their time at the cabin is ending, they have lives they have to get back to.”
“Right,” Carol said, nodding. She did some deep breathing, facial exercises, and poses that would put the most overly serious, pompous “professional” actor to shame. “I’m ready.”
“Ok,” Patrick said, barely able to hear over the pounding of his heart in his ears.
“Wait,” Carol said, blinking her eyes open to look at him. “What’s this play called?” 
“Bent, Not Broken?” he said. “It’s a . . . working title.”
“I like it,” she said, smiling down at the pages he handed her. “Well, Director, I await your . . . direction.”
“Ok, well Patricia is sitting down in the cabin, looking out the window when Carl comes in with more firewood.”
Carol moved her rolling desk chair to the den’s window and sat down. “And action?”
Patrick raised an eyebrow at her. “I thought I was the director.”
She grinned. “You’re talking to a novel writer, love. I’m used to being god, director, and the actors.”
He rolled his eyes. “Romance writers.”
She made a “move it along” gesture to him. “Come on, I have my own scene I need to work out. My heroine just lured my hero into the shower.”
Patrick felt his cock stir. “That does sound like a good scene.”
She nodded. “Yours first though.”
“Right,” he said, clearing his throat. He looked down at his script and tried to breathe. “You know, I’ve been thinking.”
“Always dangerous,” Carol said, smiling but keeping her eyes on her paper. “Thinking about the universe, the inevitable fall of civilization, our future ape lords when the earth is conquered?”
“No,” Patrick said. “Because I can’t touch or hold, stop or start any of those things. I’m thinking about what you told me about being grateful. Grateful for this experience. Grateful for this time that I’ve had with you. Grateful to be alive for the first time in five years. I know that I have so much to be grateful for that it would be greedy to ask for more  . . . ” Patrick was sweating now, his hands shaking as he dug the box out of his pocket. 
He dropped to one knee in front of her. “But I would be so grateful if you would agree to stay with me, be my lover, and be my wife.”
Carol was frowning down at her script. “I don’t have any more lines. How does this scene end? Does she say ‘yes’?” She lowered her script and looked down at Patrick. He’d opened the ring box and he was staring up at her.
“I don’t know. I need your help with the ending. Carol Springfield, will you marry me?”
“Patrick, are you actually  . . . ”
“Yes,” he said, grinning up at her. “Please Carol, marry me? I know it’s only been a few months since we met, but when the universe hands you a second chance, you want to start that chance as soon as possible because you feel like you’ve already wasted too much time getting to it.”
“Yes,” Carol said, her eyes filling with tears.
He paused. “Yes, you agree with me, or are you saying yes to  . . . ”
“Yes to you, you dork.  Yes. Yes!” He’d barely made it to his feet before she leaped on him, wrapping her legs around his waist and her arms around his neck. He dropped the ring box in the process but it took him several moments to notice because when his hands were on Carol and she was grinding against him, he found it hard to remember to breathe, let alone think. 
“I . . . dropped . . . your . . . ring,” he mumbled between kisses. It was all he could manage. Her lips and tongue were on his neck and his blood was rushing south, away from his brain.
“We’ll get it later,” she gasped when he’d regained his senses enough to tug down on her low-necked shirt until her breasts were free. He had his lips around her nipple, tonguing it to a stiff peak when she started grinding against him. 
“Time to work on your scene now?” he growled when he pulled back enough to look up at her.
“Yes please,” she moaned when his hand moved lower, rubbing her center through her yoga pants. 
“Two shower heads was a stroke of brilliance, baby,” he moaned two minutes later as they stood under the hot spray. Well, he stood. Carol was on her knees making every muscle in his body hard. She pulled back, her hand not breaking her rhythm to smile up at him.
“Keeps one of us from freezing. And if I can help it, Patrick Dorsett, you’ll never be cold again,” she said, before quickly taking him in her mouth again. 
His eyes fluttered closed as he ran his hands through her hair. “I love you.” 
She paused. “I love you too, Patrick. You performed a miracle, my friend.”
He did his best to blink his vision clear through the euphoric pleasure haze that had descended on him with her touch. “What do you mean?”
“I was mostly dead inside,” Carol said. “And you brought me back to life.”
“Baby, that makes two of us.” It was hard for him to last long when Carol’s hands and mouth were on him. He stopped her before he came apart.
“What’s wrong?” she asked. He didn’t miss the worry in her voice. “Did I do something   . . . ”
“So right, I almost lost my mind? Yes. But now it’s your turn. It wouldn’t be that great of a scene in your book if your heroine did all the work, would it?” The warm water coursing down his back was a soothing blanket on his back as he gently backed her against the shower wall.
“Better hold onto that rail, baby. This is going to be a wild ride.” He didn’t miss the way she shivered as he slung her thighs over his shoulders and covered her center with his lips.
“Oh god,” she moaned. “You’re never allowed to shave off that mustache and beard.” 
All other thought was lost until their pleasure and all the hot water had been spent. He carried her into their bedroom and they lay on the bed, listening to the rain on the tin roof, breathing in the fresh paint and clean lemon scent, and attempting to get their heart rates back under control. 
“That was  . . . ” Carol breathed, turning her head to look at him. “That scene is going to be fun to write. I . . . thank you for your assistance in the research.”
“My pleasure, literally,” he chuckled, pulling her onto his chest. He felt her bare left hand. “So, before . . . when I asked you  . . . ”
“Yes,” she said again softly. “More than anything Patrick, I would love to marry you.” 
He kissed her hard. God, was this real? Had he ever been this happy? It was too long ago for him to remember if he’d ever been this happy with Maria? His instincts though, told him no. When he’d asked Maria to marry him, he’d only worried she’d say no. But he’d prepared himself for her denial. And he knew how he’d deal with it if she did. But he hadn’t wanted Maria to say yes as much as he’d wanted Carol to say it. 
“Do you think we  . . . ” Carol paused. “No, it’s stupid.”
“If you’re thinking it, then it’s not stupid,” he said, kissing her forehead. “Tell me.”
“It’s just . . . do you think all the crap we went through . . . how it had made us both bitter . . . do you think without it, we’d be here?”
“One good scrooge deserves another?” he asked, grinning at her. 
“Something like that,” she chuckled, hooking her thigh around his waist and pulling herself tighter against his chest. 
He ran his hand through her hair, still trying to convince himself that she was lying next to him. His girl. His fiance. And soon to be, his wife.
“So, have you thought about what you’re going to call this novel,” he asked, cupping her breast and running his thumb over her nipple. He was already hard again. He doubted if his body would ever adjust to the effect Carol had on him.
“Yeah,” she said. “My characters are kind of . . . curmudgeons, so  . . . ”
“So, they’re us, huh?” he asked, grinning up at her.
She rolled her eyes. “Like you weren’t writing about us, Mr. Oh-So-Sneaky Playwright? Carl and Patricia?”
He chuckled. “Ok, you got me. So your characters are scrooges. So, what are you planning on calling it, Ms. New York Times Bestseller, Rose Fielding?”
She met his gaze and the mischievous smile she wore anytime she was thinking of plotting or naughty thoughts spread across her face. “I was thinking Humbuggered.”
With a growl, he rolled over to pin her to the mattress. “Perfect.”




Bonus Epilogue



For access to a bonus epilogue in which we catch up with Carol and Patrick one year later, head here and join Teagan’s Hopeful Romantics mailing list: https://tinyurl.com/CarolBonusEpilogueRM 








Auld Lang Mine Preview

Andi


“Holy hell, did we get crop-dusted by Cerberus or something?” Amelia coughed, stomping into the kitchen, Nintendo Switch in hand and baggy flannel shirt falling off her shoulders. Bert, the shaggy Old English sheepdog padded in behind her. His long gray and white hair covered everything but his smile and his tongue as he licked his lips and searched the room like a mutant mop. 
Andi stopped prodding the mixture in her mixing bowl and gave her sister a blank look. “Huh, I don’t smell anything. Do you smell toast? Maybe you’re having a stroke.” Amelia stuck her tongue out at her. 
Their mom frowned at them both before turning her attention back to the cutting board. “What’s ‘crop-dusting’?” she asked.
“Farting and then walking away,” Andi muttered, trying not to breathe in the fumes from the stubborn mixture in her bowl that didn’t want to combine.
“I didn’t know you could do that,” their mom said, pausing, lost in thought. She shrugged and went back to chopping green beans. “I just thought that if you dealt it, you had to stay and smell it.” Amelia and Andi glanced at each other and then looked away.
“What school of farting did you attend?” Andi asked. She wrinkled her nose and looked down at the ground beef, pumpkin puree, eggs and oatmeal mixture she was stirring. The thing that was really stinking up the place was the liquid vitamin crap she’d added. She sighed. “I’m starting to realize that I’m seeing this mixture before it goes in and I’ll be picking it up when it comes out.”
“Oh the glamorous life of a vet,” Amelia snorted, her voice muffled while she dug in the fridge. Andi’s mom winked at her before walking behind Amelia and poking her butt with a wooden spoon. Amelia jumped, hit her head on the shelf above her in the fridge and swore. She retreated from the fridge, rubbing the top of her head and glaring at Andi and then their mom who each pointed at the other. Amelia grumbled something about conspiracy, pulled a soda out of the fridge door, and hopped up onto the nearest counter before cracking it open. “Explain to me again why you’re making these ridiculous homemade dog treats for the dogs at the shelter?”
Andi sighed. “Because I already have to make homemade cat treats for the Slurpee twins and the dogs overheard and they . . . got jealous.”
“Slurpee twins?” Amelia asked, deadpan.
“May I?” their mom asked, looking over at Andi.
“Go ahead,” Andi said with a nod as she put the bowl on the counter and wiped her hands on her apron.
“Two brother cats that came in. One has seven toes, the other one has eleven. 7-Eleven. Therefore Slurpee twins,” she repeated, glancing over at Andi who gave her a thumbs up.
“Well,” Andi added, “that, and they tag-teamed Annabelle’s blue raspberry Slurpee when she left it on the back table. They tried drinking it, but then they got mad at it for being cold and just started slapping the ice around, coating the walls and each other . . . and Mr. Giggles, Slomo . . .”
Amelia blinked up at the ceiling and then shook her head. “And you’re going to try to get those goobers adopted?”
“Yeah,” Andi said, frowning. “They deserve a good home.” She turned her attention back to the bowl, gave up on the spoon, and dug in with her hands. “They all do.”
“You’ll get them all adopted, sweetheart,” their mom said. “With your help, I’ll bet they all have a home by Valentine’s Day.”
Andi stared at the treats mix and tried to swallow the hard lump in her throat. “I need to get them all adopted by the end of January. Doc Simmons says he’s worried about the shelter’s bottom line.” Andi chewed her bottom lip. The thought of any of her furbabies at the shelter being shipped away to another shelter on the mainland and an uncertain fate . . . her stomach started twisting itself into knots and she wished for the hundredth time that she was better at planning. 
It wasn’t that she didn’t try to plan. She’d made fliers and even taken a few of the pets to the radio station to promote and ask people to adopt them, but it didn’t seem to be helping. And the days were running out. She gripped the edge of the counter and tried to breathe. She heard panting behind her and a moment later, Bert sat his shaggy butt down on her foot and grinned up at her with his mouth open. She scratched the top of his head and smiled. Just like his previous owner, Bert always knew when she was on the verge of a panic attack and did his best to make her smile. She squeezed her eyes shut.
“Anyway,” Amelia said, “Why do these ridiculous cats get homemade treats?”
Andi cleared her throat and straightened up. “Wheat intolerance.” The kitchen door opened and their dad walked in, paused, and made a face when he caught a whiff of the treat preparation smells. “The manufactured ones give them diarrhea. It shoots out of them like a fire hose,” Andi continued. Their dad turned on his heel and left the kitchen, the door swinging shut behind him. Bert was on his feet and panting again as he trotted across the floor to follow him out. It hadn’t taken Bert long to figure out that outside the kitchen, her dad knew where all the good snacks were stashed around the house.
“Oh! That reminds me,” their mom said, getting to her feet and retrieving a cardboard box from the countertop by the back door. “Esther caught me in the street on my way home yesterday. She said she saw the fliers you put up around town about the shelter pets and she made you some cat and dog toys.”
“Oh . . . kay . . . I guess that’s  . . . logical.” 
Her mom set the box down next to Andi and opened the flaps. “What the . . .” Her mom withdrew her hand from the box, holding what looked like a red felt rocket, complete with two blasters. 
“A red rocket,” Andi said, immediately biting her lip to keep from losing it. Behind her, she could hear Amelia choking on her soda. 
“Esther, I swear . . .” their mom muttered, tossing the rocket back into the box and picking up a . . . “What is this? Is it . . .”
“It looks like crocheted . . .” Amelia started.
“Don’t say it,” their mom snapped. She shook the long, knobby toy and it jingled. 
“That’s . . . festive,” Andi snorted. 
Her mom quickly dropped the toy back into the box and refolded the flaps. “You can check the rest of these out later.” She straightened up and Andi could see her trying to recover her holiday spirit while she mentally closed the box on all the comments she had for Esther about her pet “toys”. With a sigh, she turned back to face Andi and Amelia. “Alright. Tomorrow’s Christmas Eve. Let’s get the excuses out of the way. What are the two of you up to?”
“Well,” Amelia said, turning her attention back to her Switch, “the gang and I were planning on knocking over a liquor store and then mooning Santa over at the Grotto. Then, if time allows, we’re planning on pulling up all the candy canes in the obstacle course and playing hockey with the plastic peppermint ‘stepping stones’. While all the tourists and kids stand around with their mouths hanging open.” 
“Sounds good,” Andi said with a nod. “Count me in. Though, I want to be in the back row of mooners this time. The view from the front sucks.”
“I know right?” Amelia said with a nod. “If you’re in the front row, you’re essentially putting your face in the second row’s . . .”
Their mom squeezed her eyes shut and sighed. “Why do I even bother?”
Amelia rolled her eyes. “We’re kidding, Mom. I’m staying home to do homework and vigorously clean my room. Then I’ll sit quietly in said spotless room, gazing out the window and reflecting on what kind of person I am and what kind of person I want to be.” She paused and grinned at their mom. “Now you don’t know where I’m coming from.” Their mom narrowed her eyes at Amelia, pointing at her with the knife she’d been using to chop the green beans. Amelia held her hands up in surrender. “Ok, ok. I’m probably just going to play video games all day.”
“No you’re not,” their mom muttered. “We have a Christmas dinner to prepare and if those thumbs can push joysticks, they can ‘combo’ stuff a turkey.”
“Ew,” Andi muttered. 
Their mom turned to look at her. “And what are you up to tomorrow?”
Andi shrugged. “Working a twelve hour shift.”
Amelia sighed before their mom could. “Andi. You’re spending too much time at the shelter.”
“It’s my job,” she muttered, holding the mixing bowl at the edge of the table while their mom slid the chopped green beans into it. 
“No,” Amelia said, shaking her head. “It’s your life. Seriously. You’re there twelve hours a day, at least, almost every day. I know you love being a vet, but you practically live there and . . .” She took a deep breath and gave Andi a serious look. “I hoped I wouldn’t have to say this . . . but I think you’re coming down with . . .” she paused for dramatic effect. She squeezed her eyes shut, “Doolittle syndrome.”
Their mom gasped, playing along. “No! Not that. Anything but that!”
“Yes, that. Last week when you made me take her lunch, I walked in on what I’m assuming is the missing Shakespeare play being acted out by loose animals everywhere while Andi sat cheering in the front row.”
“No! It can’t be,” their mom said, putting a hand to her head as if she had “the vapors”.
“It was open play time,” Andi muttered. “We were just messing around.”
“And she had one of the cats strapped to her chest in one of those baby belt things.”
Andi rolled her eyes. “It was a sling and Pickle had just had surgery. I was monitoring him for . . .”
“I’m just waiting for the line of penguins to follow her home from work one night,” their mom added.
Andi ignored them and turned back to the counter to mix in the green beans.
“Seriously, Sis,” Amelia continued. “You talk to them, play with them, clean up after them, try to make them happy, and now you’re imagining perceived slights for them to be pissed about. I know this is going to sound strange to you, but the dogs aren’t jealous because they overheard your plans to make homemade cat treats. And the Slurpee twins would probably be just as happy snorting a line of catnip as they will be with whatever horrible treat you’re planning on making for them next. Which . . . considering cat food smells a hell of a lot worse than dog food, I can’t even fathom what that nose-abuse will be like.”
“I’m ordering pizza,” their dad shouted through the kitchen door. “The kitchen smells like there was a grisly murder in there three weeks ago, and it was just been discovered by a gassy truck driver.”
“I’ll bet your dad knows about crop-dusting,” their mom muttered. “Oh, Andi, I almost forgot to tell you. While Esther was dropping off the box of what I’m beginning to suspect were just pet toys she couldn’t offload at her shop,”
“Some kind of toys,” Andi and Amelia said together.
“She mentioned,” their mom continued, louder to drown them out, “that the pet park project on that empty lot they own just off the square is actually going to happen.”
Andi paused. “Really?”
Her mom nodded. “Yep. And you’d think she was up for sainthood by the way she was crowing about it.” She rolled her eyes. “But it sounds like there are already several people in line, asking Esther and Stanley for something in the park . . .”
Andi took a deep breath. “Ok. So . . . I need to get in line.”
“Probably the sooner the better,” her mom said softly.
“You’ll need to do more than that if you want something from Esther,” Amelia snorted.
Great. Another plan. “What . . . what do you think I should do?” Andi asked.
Amelia grinned.“How attached are you to your ears, your sanity, or your free will?”
“Don’t you have an imaginary field to hoe or imaginary errands to do for imaginary cartoon friends?” their mom asked, glaring at Amelia.
“It’s a game, Mom. It’s not imaginary,” Amelia huffed, picking up her Switch and pushing through the kitchen door. She collided with Bert on his way back in, but they both managed to keep their footing and glare at each other as they passed.
“Don’t listen to her,” her mom said when the door swung closed and Bert had gone back to snuffling the floor. “I’m sure there’s a reasonable woman . . ,” she cut her eyes to the box of pet toys, “. . . somewhere inside Esther.”
Andi nodded. She was about to reply when she heard her phone ding in her back pocket. She headed for the sink to wash her hands before digging it out to check the text. It was from her almost-sister-in-law, Michelle.
M: Hey.
M: How’s the memorial brainstorming coming?
Andi took a deep breath. It had become a daily question from Michelle. She felt some of her tension release as she realized that today, she at least had a lead on something.
A: We have a new pet park being planned here on the island. I think he would have liked it. 
Andi paused and swallowed hard to dislodge the hard ball of emotions in her throat.
A: We used to take Bert to all the dog parks in Seattle. He always said that if the energy in a dog park could be harnessed, it would light up the world. 
She looked over at Bert who was smiling again, sitting on the ground and scratching his ear with an uncoordinated back paw. Andi turned her attention back to her phone and held her breath. Please Michelle, let this be ok.
M: So . . . would the whole park be dedicated to him?
Andi felt her heart fall.
A: I don’t think I can make that happen. I was thinking maybe a bench? He always liked the dog parks with good seating the best. He said they were more welcoming.
Michelle didn’t reply. After a few minutes, Andi slid her phone back in her pocket and dug her hands back into the dog treat mush.
“How’s Michelle?” her mom asked. Andi didn’t miss her careful, tight tone.
“She’s ok. Just . . . just checking in about . . . his memorial,” Andi said. She kept her head down, scooping and pressing the mixture into the dog bone-shaped cookie cutter on the baking tray.
“Which she’s foisting off on you to do,” her mom muttered.
Andi sighed. “It’s fine, Mom. She’s his sister. She has enough on her mind. I . . . I can do it.”
“She’s asking a lot of you, Hun. He was . . . no, Bert! Get down!”
Andi turned to see the shaggy beast squeezing his way between her mom’s legs at the table, trying to get to the green bean leftovers. 
Saved by the Bert, Andi thought. She chuckled watching him licking her mom’s face while she tried to scold him. Bert was a rescue and he’d been raised with a family of wiener dogs as foster siblings. They’d bullied him and kept him in line and as a result, he was a big dog, but with submissive little dog energy. Of course, that didn’t stop him from using his height to his advantage when there was something on a table or countertop that he wanted.
With a sigh, her mom slid a piece of bean over to poke Bert’s searching tongue and he woofed it down, making the table move with him as he tried to get out from under it.
“About Michelle, Andi,” her mom said after Bert had freed himself and returned to snuffling around on the floor.
“What about your friends at work, Mom?” Andi said quickly, desperately wanting to change the subject. “Do you think anyone might be interested in adopting one of the best pups or kitties in the world?”
Her mom sighed. “I’ll ask again, but only one person took the last flier you sent in with me.”
“Oh, I have more,” she said, turning to look at her mom. “I have fliers for Slomo and Tookie now too!”
Her mom smiled sadly and stood to scoop the green bean stems into her hand. “I wish you didn’t have all this extra stress on you, love. If it wouldn’t cause a riot, I’d slap Doc Simmons. I can’t believe he’s thinking about shipping off the ones that don’t get adopted. And now you only have until the end of January to find them homes?”
Andi nodded. “He’s just thinking about the shelter. We’re a small town. Animals need care, and food, and . . .” She caught herself before she started to tear up. She cleared her throat. “But if it were my practice, I would be trimming fat in other areas so we wouldn’t have to worry about how many pets we were sheltering. And we need a mobile pet in this town.” She knew her mom was humoring her, but saying it out loud always made her feel more certain, more confident about it being a possibility, even if she didn’t quite have a plan as to how to make it happen. “Since Hope doesn’t have much in the way of non-pedestrian transportation, it makes it hard for folks to bring a hurt pet in . . . and there’s so much opportunity to help people connect and care more for their pets. And now that I finally have him on board with helping train and secure service pets and working with Hope Health to secure emotional support animals . . .” she took a deep breath and paused. She’d reeled off the list so often to her mom, Andi noticed she was nodding in time with every suggestion. Andi shook her head. “If we did all that, we wouldn’t have to even think about sending anyone away . . .”
“And if crotchety old Doc Simmons won’t wise up and let you do it here, don’t worry. You’ll have your own practice again one day,” her mom said softly. “Just . . . give it time. Give yourself time.”
Twenty minutes later, they’d thrown open all the kitchen windows and the door to the back porch in an attempt to de-stink the kitchen. Andi slid the tray of dog treats into the oven and wandered over to the back door to stare out at the yard. She’d been avoiding looking out the windows or going into the backyard since she came home that summer. She didn’t want to see what was still standing there, front and center. But it was almost Christmas and the gentle blinking lights from the Melrose’s fence were now illuminating the damn thing like a dimly lit sign, asking her why it hadn’t been used and what her plan was for its future. 
Her dad had built the archway for them as an early wedding present, right after they’d gotten engaged, almost a year ago now. It was made of aspen logs, twigs still attached and woven together. It was beautiful. She’d spent the day in bed with the curtains drawn, but she was willing to bet the archway had looked stunning on November 5th, with the last of the fall leaves falling around it. At least, that was how she’d planned for it to look when she walked down the aisle in her parents’ backyard. But the whole thing was a cautionary tale about why you should never plan for something more than six months in advance. 
She turned her head to look at the white porch swing, hanging from the heavy beam under the tin porch roof. It looked like it always had, the whole time Andi was growing up here. She left the doorway and moved over to stare at it, to make sure it really was still there. Lately, Andi had been having a hard time feeling certain about anything. Even things right in front of her. After all, he’d been right in front of her . . .
Carefully, she sat down on the swing’s red cushion that she and her mom had made for it when she was in high school. They’d sweared and stabbed themselves repeatedly as they tried to sew on the buttons and gather the fabric to look like the YouTube video. They’d watched it so many times, they could recite along with the woman’s squeaky voice as she repeated the “nip, then tuck, don’t tangle your thread, pinch it together” instructions.
Andi pushed against the concrete, letting the swing start to rock her. Then she scooted back, lifting her feet, and letting the momentum carry her. She tried to breathe.
They’d been sitting in this swing, almost exactly a year ago, when he’d put out a foot to stop them. She’d been cranky about it. They were warm and cozy, wrapped in a soft blanket from the living room. They didn’t have to go back to life in Seattle for another day and she wanted to be lazy.
 “Just hold on a minute,” he’d said, laughing at her as she reached out to try and snag him by his sweatshirt so she could pull him back under the blanket with her. “Just hang on. I need to do something.”
 And then he’d gotten down on one knee, slowing the porch swing. For a minute, she’d panicked, misunderstanding what he was about to do, down on his knees, and almost between hers. She’d hissed at him that they couldn’t do that at her parents’ house in broad daylight, especially in Hope where everyone had their Eagle Scout badges in “neighbor watching” and “gossip milling”.
 “That . . .” he sighed and shook his head. “That’s not what I was going to do. Give me a little credit, woman.”
 Instead, he’d pulled a black velvet box out of his hoodie pocket and grinned up at her with that toothy smile, his curly hair in a mess all over his head from just waking up. Her heart had stopped beating and even now, thinking back on the memory, she could hear the roar in her ears as her brain tried to wrap around the fact that this was actually happening.
 “Andrea Morgan, will you marry me?”
 She’d been crying and blinking and trying to make sure she actually was awake when she’d blubbered her “yes” and he’d pulled her to her feet, hugging her against him. Instantly, her mom and dad, and Amelia were around them. Amelia had sparklers she was swearing at while trying to get them to light, her mom had been crying, and her dad had been calling Brandon, “Son”. Her dad had started working on the archway for the wedding the day after she and Brandon had gone back to Seattle. She’d lived in a cloud of delirious happiness for six weeks. 
And then she’d gotten the phone call.
 “Burning! Burning! Something’s burning!” Her mom yelled from the kitchen. Andi jumped off the swing and skidded sideways into the kitchen, nearly losing her footing as she ran for the oven.
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 “Sorry, Mom,” Andi said softly, trying to bite down on her lip so she wouldn’t laugh. They were staring at a scorch mark on the wallpaper above the oven. It had a vaguely dog bone shape to it. When Andi had pulled the flaming, smoking treats out of the oven, one had been on fire. In fear and without a lot of thought beyond fire, her mom had grabbed the biscuit with an oven mitt and thrown it at the wall, rather than in the sink. It had scorched the wallpaper before falling down to land back on the tray, still on fire. This had led to her mom trying to put out the fire with the spray bottle by the stove, forgetting that it was the one filled with olive oil, not water. Now the entire smoking batch of ruined biscuits were in the sink, wet, and smelling worse than they had before.
 “Why are you sorry?” she asked, turning to look at Andi. “I’m the one who threw the damn thing. Oh well. I was never a big fan of this chicken-patterned wallpaper anyway. Maybe now I can talk your dad into the renovation.” She sighed and looked around at the dated kitchen. “Though I doubt one burn mark will be enough to convince your father.”
 “Well, I do have to make a new batch of treats now. And after that, there’s the cat treats. Where else can we do some damage?” she asked, looking around.
 Her mom sighed and for a moment Andi thought she was considering the possibilities. Then she said, “I know this Christmas isn’t how you expected it to be.”
 The carefully constructed wall that Andi walked the parapet of every day in her mind, started to rumble. No. No waterworks. Hold it together. “Yeah,” she said finally, clearing her throat and double checking her mental masonry. Still holding. We’re ok. “I don’t think it’s how any of us expected it to be.”
 “But, honey,” her mom turned to look at her, taking Andi’s hands and squeezing them in hers. “I know this won’t help today or tomorrow or even in the next month or so, but . . . everything will be ok.”
 Earthquake under wall, sector two. She did her best to nod and force a smile. “Um, I need . . . my phone charger. My battery is almost dead . . . and I still need to look up a cat treat recipe,” she said quickly, side-stepping her mom and heading out of the room. Her mom didn’t question the excuse. After being home with her parents for six months, Andi guessed her mom recognized when her daughter was in “damage control” mode. Instead of heading for the front stairs in the living room, she headed up the backstairs from the kitchen. She took them two at a time, feeling her vision blur, causing her to trip on the top stair.
 She stumbled down the hall, feeling the hardwood floor and the thin runner carpet under her feet, and beating back the memory of stumbling down that same hallway a year earlier, hand in hand with Brandon. They’d been tipsy and on their way to bed after having too many celebratory drinks with her family, the night after they got engaged. She pushed open her bedroom door and fell face-first on her bed. Without looking up, she groped for one of the pillows and rolled to her side, putting her whole face in it when the sobbing started. It had been almost ten months since his funeral, and the best she could say was that the mental gut punches were getting easier to manage. The periods of wishing she was dead or that she’d been with him when the boat accident had happened were still there, but over the months, she’d cobbled together a routine for getting through them. 
Once she’d cried herself out, she took a deep breath and slowly rolled onto her back. She kept the pillow on her chest like a soft, muffling barf bag, in case she wasn’t done mentally hurling. She stared up at the ceiling, making awkward eye contact with Viggo Mortenson’s Aragorn poster.
 “We’ve gotta quit meeting like this,” she muttered to him. Her throat felt raw and her eyelids were swelling. Crying always made her feel like a Muppet. Like a hand had just been quickly, and not very carefully, withdrawn from her throat and her eyelids were made of padded felt over bloodshot ping pong ball eyes.
 She stared at the curled edges of the fourteen-year-old poster above her that had witnessed so much and yet was still gripping his sword. Maybe tighter because of what he’d seen. You can do that, she told herself. You can grip your sword and yell and charge into battle, by yourself, even when the odds are against you and your plans fall apart. But her vision was starting to blur again, as she choked on all the memories that she and Brandon had talked about making but never did and now, never would. And she felt tired and weak. She was Frodo, holding onto the edge of the crumbling ledge over the fiery pit in Mt. Doom. And there was no Sam to keep her from letting go.
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Sexy, snarky, small town shenanigans.  

“Like a spicy Hallmark movie.” 
Teagan Hart is a Kansas farm kid, transplanted to Oregon. She is irreverent, incorrigible, and loves a good steamy scene. Hart writes small town romantic comedy with a side of snark, building fun and outlandish places for her characters to fall in love. Her work has been described as “spicy Hallmark movies in book form” and that not only is very accurate, but made her smile.

You can click on her links at https://linktr.ee/teaganhart

For extra special access to all of the things, join her newsletter and / or Facebook group she has dubbed The Hopeful Romantics. 
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