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Trials of Absence

 


Chapter 1

Caleb

December 16

 

 

Life is filled with irony.

Even as Michael Buble’s “Holly Jolly Christmas” played in the background, I ran as if the hounds of hell were at my heels. 

My lungs practically ached as I dodged past people with purposeful intent, focused on getting to my destination before it was too late.

Time wasn’t my friend tonight.

How the hell do I get myself into these situations?

I gasped as a metal gate in the distance started to descend.

My stomach fell. I wasn’t going to make it in time.

Dammit!

Then a small pocket opened in the gaggle of people strewed around me.

I launched myself forward, suddenly thankful for the additional cardio exercises that Roman had tortured me with in recent weeks.

Staring intently, I captured the gaze of a teenage girl standing before a slowly descending metal gate. 

Her eyes widened to saucers as I skidded to a halt directly before her and thrust my hand up toward the bottom of the gate.

“Hold it!” I demanded.

The gate had descended over a third of the way before it finally stopped moving.

I pointed underneath the gate toward a glass display cabinet.

“Two!” I said. “I just need two.”

The teen’s eyes transitioned into what seemed to be a state of patent disinterest.

“Uh, we’re closing,” she said. “You’ll have to come back tomorrow.”

I saw an older woman watching beyond the counter who slowly approached the cash register.

“Wait. You haven’t cleared the register yet, have you?” I asked.

The teen frowned as she glanced back over her shoulder at the register. “Not yet, but—”

I glanced at her name badge.

“Ah-ha! So, there’s still a chance, Lisa,” I said. “Listen, it’s the Christmas season, and I really need two of those to make my night complete.”

Lisa rolled her eyes. “Sugar addicts,” she muttered. “Yeah, sure, why not?”

I stood expectantly before the glass display case as she reached inside. She paused to look up at me and pointed to a spot directly before her.

“You mean these two, right?” 

“Yes, please,” I said. “And extra icing, too, if you don’t mind.”

“I figured as much,” she said with a resigned sigh as she turned to cover two of what was probably the largest cinnamon rolls remaining on the planet with a gooey white sugary icing.

She turned back to me with an odd expression. “Wait, are you sure you want extra icing?”

“Yes, absolutely,” I said. “It’s a must.”

“Erm, sure.” She turned her back to me again.

My mouth watered as she finished the icing and placed them into individual Styrofoam containers.

She tapped on the register screen before her and announced the price.

I winced. Small fortune, those rolls.

Inflation sucks.

However, I swiped my credit card proudly, happy not to have to endure the sarcastic wrath of Paige for failing in my mission.

“Thanks so much for going the extra mile,” I said with an appreciative smile. “And Merry Christmas.”

“Sure thing,” she said. “Merry Christmas. Diabetes notwithstanding.”

Nonplussed, I maintained my smile as I turned and marched away triumphantly. The warmth emanating from the container of hot rolls felt comforting in my hands.

Ah, the promise of something warm and sweet.

I stepped onto the descending escalator as my thoughts drifted to Kat, my red-haired vampire mate.

Distracted by both her beautiful vision and my sense of personal longing, I nearly tripped at the foot of the escalator.

I caught myself – and the critical cinnamon rolls – and deftly negotiated around the shopping mall’s veritable sea of people. A sadness washed over me, once more feeling the pain of Kat’s distance spanning across an ocean.

We had been apart for far too long.

When I watched her board the plane following our nearly disastrous Thanksgiving holiday, I had no idea it would be the last time I’d see her for many weeks.

I finally approached the bench where Paige and I had split up before my critical sugar fix mission.

Remarkably, given the throngs of holiday shoppers, the bench was empty.

I sat and patiently waited while people-watching.

To my left were two parents wrangling their three children to stay close by. To my right, a young twenty-something couple held hands as they weaved their way through the crowd.

An elderly gentleman gazing into the window of one of the nearest shops caught my eye. His expression looked nearly melancholy, and I thought that perhaps he was yearning for holidays past.

Or maybe he was longing for someone long gone?

Then an elderly woman appeared beside him holding a store bag, and he looked up at him with a warm smile. The two sauntered off into the crowd together.

Nope, just me longing, I suppose.

An announcement sounded from some nearby speakers mounted on a wall.

“Brickman Brothers Mall hopes you’re enjoying the Christmas shopping season with family, friends, and loved ones. Download our app to stay up to date on the latest sales and special discount events.”

Kat and I loved shopping at the mall together. She was quite the power shopper when she wanted to be.

Following the announcement, Mariah Carey’s “All I Want for Christmas” played from the mall’s speaker system.

Yep, I was definitely channeling the emotions of that song. Now, as if it were possible, I missed Kat even more.

Whoever said “distance makes the heart grow fonder” was a frigging idiot.

Distance doesn’t make you fonder, it makes you downright melancholic.

“Oh! You actually got them!” Paige said. 

I jolted slightly from her sudden appearance beside me. She smiled back at me as her blonde bob cut perfectly framed her blue eyes.

“Mission accomplished,” I said.

“Gimme-gimme-gimme.” She reached out with flexing hands for the topmost container.

She plopped down beside me and flung the Styrofoam lid open with a flourish. Then her open left palm snapped into my view.

“Fork,” she said.

I pulled a plastic fork from my jacket pocket and placed it onto her palm. A swishing sound cut through the air as she stabbed the innocent cinnamon roll with a vengeance.

I shook my head with a lopsided grin as I pried open the lid covering my roll.

 “You should know,” I said, cutting into my pastry, “I barely made it in time. It would have been way faster for you to just zoom up there.”

She stopped chewing and turned toward me. “What? And get outed to all these people? How would I explain zippy speed mode?”

I shrugged. “Maybe they’d just think you’re one of Santa’s elves. You’re short, if you hadn’t noticed.”

She gave me a wan look. “Oh, ha-ha-ha, Snarky Claus,” she muttered around a mouthful of cinnamon roll. “Besides, I had a mission of my own. I needed to check on some shoes before that store over there closed. They’re only on sale this week.”

My mind momentarily reeled from the sweet taste of the warm iced cinnamon roll.

“To be perfectly honest,” I said while cutting off another chunk, “I’m sort of surprised you let me go get these by myself sans escort. I suppose I should thank you. Let’s face it, I’m not as helpless as I look.”

Roman and I had practiced combat training daily since our near-death Thanksgiving event.

The sounds of Paige’s chewing and murmurs of satisfaction somehow rose above the din of crowd noise around us. She merely pointed her left index finger into the air at an angle away from us.

I frowned and looked up in the direction she pointed, and found myself looking back at two of my vampire escorts, who I thought had remained behind at the house. Paige hadn’t mentioned they were meeting us at the mall.

I mildly resented the half-amused expression of Dane as he wriggled his fingers in greeting. His sister, Lyra, merely leaned forward against the upstairs railing with a bored-looking expression as she stared off into the distance.

“I gotta admit, I didn’t even notice them,” I said.

Dane’s lips moved, but I had no idea what he was saying.

“He’s saying something.”

“He said he could have killed you twelve times over on your way there and back,” Paige replied, before shoving another bite into her mouth.

“Gee, thanks,” I said sarcastically. “You’re a real cheerleader.”

I saw him chuckle in response.

Ignoring him, I returned to eating my cinnamon roll. “Damn, these are tasty,” I said.

“Told you,” she said. “Why do you think I was so insistent that you get your butt up there before they closed?”

I nodded. “Yeah, I get it now. And the icing… geez. Amazing.”

“Extra icing,” she said. “Never forget.”

“Mm-hm,” I murmured while chewing.

After a moment, I paused and realized that she didn’t have any store bags with her. “Hey, didn’t you find any shoes that you wanted while I was getting dessert?”

“Yep, but they’re out of my size,” she said. “Figures.”

“Huh,” I said. “Imagine that. Not carrying elf-sized shoes at Christmastime.”

She groaned and swiftly slapped a lump of icing onto the end of my nose with her fingertip.

“Hey!” I said, reaching up with my napkin.

“Ahh.” She sighed, leaning back against the bench with her neck craned upward to stare at the domed glass ceiling above. “Those are the best.”

She absently flipped the lid shut and shoved her container toward me without looking. “Here. Take it. I’m done.”

I frowned. “Done? You ate like four bites.”

“Yeah, that’s about all I can do, or I’ll throw up,” she said. “Rich foods and vamps aren’t great bedfellows. You can eat the leftovers.”

I chuckled. “Yeah, not likely tonight. I can barely finish the other half of mine. These things are ridiculously filling.”

“So, the bottomless pit has a bottom after all,” she quipped.

“Oh, fun-ny,” I said.

“Take ‘em home with us. Come on.” She leapt to her feet. “Some of the stores are staying open late, and a few of them are bound to carry shoes.”

“Always with the shoes,” I said while securing the lid covering my roll. “Still, browsing couldn’t hurt. It’s only fourteen days until Christmas, and I still don’t know what to get Kat yet.”

“She doesn’t ask for a lot,” Paige said, thoughtfully tapping one fingertip against her bottom lip. “Tough to shop for.”

“Not that it might matter at this rate,” I said, scanning the area to see what stores were still open. “Who knows if we’ll even see each other for Christmas. Hell, we’ve barely talked in the past ten days; it’s mostly just text messages.”

Paige didn’t respond, and I looked over at her to see her soberly studying me.

“Christmas is important to you, isn’t it, kiddo?” she asked.

I managed a wan smile. “I love Christmas,” I replied. “It counts as some of my happiest memories.”

However, the painful thought of possibly not being able to spend it with Katrina spurred a sour feeling in the pit of my stomach.

Paige’s penetrating stare abruptly ended. Her features lightened, and she was once again like a flighty elf. “I know what you’re getting me for Christmas,” she said with a sly expression as she poked me in the ribs.

“Wha—how?” I asked, shifting away from her pointy finger. “I haven’t even bought your gift yet.”

“Ah, but I know,” she said with raised eyebrows.

I narrowed my eyes. “Yeah? What then?

“Shoes,” she said with a firm nod.

“How do you figure that?” I asked.

“Because there are a number of stores still open tonight,” she said. “Ergo, you’re probably going to buy me some new shoes as an early gift.”

“That figures,” I said, shaking my head. “But wouldn’t you prefer something waiting beneath the tree to unwrap on Christmas day?”

“Nah, I don’t really stand on ceremony.” She shrugged.

I rolled my eyes at her.

“All right, come on. There’s a lot of shopping left to do tonight,” she said, turning away from me. “And you can help carry the bags.”

“You mean, I’ll end up carrying all of the bags,” I said.

“Yeah, exactly,” she said, lurching forward into the crowd. “Hurry up, kiddo, time’s wastin’!”

Fortunately, the density of people was lessening as closing time loomed, so it was relatively easy to follow after her.

Meanwhile, Wham’s “Last Christmas” played overhead.

 

*  *  *

 

 


Chapter 2

Katrina

December 16

 

 

I rubbed my sore eyes with my fingertips as I inhaled a deep breath and slowly let it out. I’d been working extremely long hours the past few weeks, and despite being a vampire, it was starting to take its toll on me.

Too many hours staring at computer screens and far too much typing on reports, emails, training schedules, and operational plans.

A knock sounded on my office door, though it was wide open to anyone who approached.

“Busy?”

I looked up to see one of my favorite lieutenants, Avis Merton, staring back at me with arched brows as she clutched a small report to her chest.

I liked her.

She was a tall woman who carried herself with confidence and was rarely intimidated by anyone.

She reminded me a lot of myself.

“Come on in,” I said with a sweeping gesture toward the stacks of reports that I had sorted onto tables and chairs around the room.

“Have a seat if you think you can find an open chair,” I added sardonically.

She entered and just stood beside my desk as I pushed away from the keyboard. “What’s up?”

“The training gear request you asked for, General.” She handed the report to me and glancing around at the chaos. “Sorry to add something else to your rubbish piles. You already have quite the archive here, it seems.”

I chuckled as I quickly thumbed through the report, flipping a few pages and glancing at the items listed.

“I see,” I said. “There’s a lot more equipment listed here than I anticipated.”

She shrugged. “Aye, and we’re creating an entirely new training regimen that didn’t exist until now. Or rather, until you dreamed it up for us.”

I nodded. “Still not a fan of it?”

“Oh, it definitely has merit,” she said as she regarded me with penetrating hazel eyes. “But it’s both aggressive and particularly regimented. Almost like a boot camp for beginners.”

“After the whole Thanksgiving debacle, I realized we’re not as prepared as we should be,” I said with a frown. “I want everyone trained up to the same level, which means we have to create our own baseline at the start. We can’t just rely on everyone’s experience or backgrounds anymore. The opposition showed us just how formidable they are. We must equal or exceed them.”

She nodded. “True enough. But it all doesn’t have to happen this week. And you don’t have to be the sole person responsible for it, either.”

“Hm. I suppose I see your point,” I said, though  I didn’t feel confident I could leave things up to others just yet.

I almost lost people very dear to me, and I wasn’t willing to let it happen again anytime soon. Even if I had to move heaven and earth by myself just to make sure of it.

“When did you last sleep, ma’am?” she asked.

I frowned. “A few days ago. I was thinking about getting some sleep when I finished up here.”

Vampires could go days without sleep, and I’d grown adept at it.

“At the rate you’re going, that may be a few more days,” she said, glancing around the room in meaningful fashion.

Looking around at the strewn piles of documents and folders, I laughed. She wasn’t wrong.

“Let me handle some of this,” she said. “In fact, I can split it up with Poole and Oshiro, as well. They’re at the top of their game, and they’re eager to help.”

“I appreciate that,” I said with a nod. “But—”

“General, you’re doing too much,” Avis plainly said. “Share the burden with your lieutenants. We won’t let you or Mr. Rutherford down.”

“I agree,” said a familiar Danish-accented voice from my office doorway.

I looked up to see Alton’s assistant, Marla Kendrick, staring intently at me while standing partially obscured beside the door jam.

“Would you mind terribly if I interrupted?” Marla asked.

“Not at all,” I said, looking at Avis while gesturing toward the door with a slight nod of my head. “Avis and I can continue our discussion later.”

The dutiful lieutenant inclined her head respectfully. “Of course, General.”

Avis briskly walked past Marla and continued into the hallway.

“I’m intrigued, Marla. You rarely pop all the way down here to see me,” I said.

The corners of her mouth edged up slightly, and she walked over to hand me two white envelopes.

I took them from her. “What are these?”

“The unsealed one contains your flight information,” Marla said. “Mr. Rutherford insisted that you head there immediately.”

I opened the envelope and read the details of the insert.

“Seriously? Right now?” I asked. “I mean, I appreciate the importance of this. But there’s still much to be done here. We’re only in the very early stages.”

“Yes, and that’s why Mr. Rutherford asked that you distribute those very duties across your subordinates,” Marla said.

“Merton was just taking me to task over that,” I said absently.

“Yes, I overheard,” Marla said. “She’s a good girl, Avis Merton. Frankly, I’m glad someone finally stepped up to confront you over it.”

I let out an exasperated sigh, something I rarely did.

“Et tu?” I asked.

“If I may, you’re spreading yourself too thinly.” Marla walked over and quietly closed the office door before turning back to face me again. “Not only that, but with respect, you’re obsessing. It’s been noticed.”

“By whom? By you?” I asked. “Because Alton hasn’t mentioned anything to me, and we just finished a marathon meeting together not twelve hours ago.”

“Yes, Mr. Rutherford has been obsessing, as well. You two share that quality. But finally, he too has taken notice,” Marla said. “Once I pointed it out to him, of course.”

“Of course,” I said wryly.

Few people had the influence with Alton that I did, and sometimes to my surprise, Marla even more so.

“Look, I appreciate your and Alton’s concerns,” I said. “But everything is being handled.”

“Oh?”

“The new training regimen is nearly compiled. Though I need to describe objectives in more detail for the individual sessions,” I said. “However, Merton just gave me the manifest of needed equipment and support items. I’m nearly done with the patrol schedule, and I just finished assigning the team members for the beginning of next quarter.”

“Everything’s being covered then?” she asked.

“Everything,” I said.

“And Caleb?” she asked. “What of him?”

Oh, yeah.

Caleb had texted me earlier.

I took out my smartphone and glanced through the list of my various text messages.

Caleb’s last message was over seven hours ago, and I never replied.

“Shit,” I said. “I’d better call him right now.”

“Really? It’s just past 1am there, I believe,” Marla said, glancing down at her watch. “I’m sure he’s asleep by now.”

Dammit.

She was probably right.

“I’m sure he understands,” I said.

“That’s likely. That boy has such a kind and understanding nature, doesn’t he?” Marla asked. “I’ll wager he probably told you over the phone recently that he understands.”

“He’s not a boy,” I said. “You make it sound creepy.”

“Just turning a phrase,” Marla said. “Speaking of which, when was the last time you two chatted?”

I shot her a look of daggers.

She met my gaze unflinchingly and raised her eyebrows in subtle accusation.

I quickly thumbed through my phone’s calling list.

Despite noting yet another voicemail that needed following up on, I kept scrolling down the list.

“No more than a couple of days ago,” I said, still scrolling. “I remember. It was right after I had woken up from a rest. Yes, that’s right.”

My eyes widened when I finally found Caleb’s last phone entry.

That was nearly four days ago!

Shit.

I absently rubbed my forehead. Where the hell did the time go?

“By your expression, I see you found it. How many days ago was that then?” Marla asked.

I looked up with what had to be a guilty expression and simply turned the phone’s screen toward her.

She leaned forward and squinted. “Ah, four days. Not especially long for a vampire. Like minutes to us, really,” she said matter-of-factly. “But four days can feel like an eternity to a human, can’t it?”

“Not quite a full four days yet,” I said, though I felt rather petty as soon as I spoke.

It was a ridiculous qualification.

Marla said nothing. She just stood there with a sober expression on her face.

“Well then,” Marla said. “I see that you’ve handled it, indeed.”

Oh, how I wanted to jump right up and shout “screw you” right in her face.

Instead, I inhaled a deep breath and let it out slowly.

Why was I feeling so stressed?

“You know,” Marla said in a softer, more congenial-sounding tone, “you and Alton are two of the most focused and accomplished people I have ever known. It’s truly an honor to serve you both.

“But you each share the same trouble recognizing where the lines blur. And where to stop, or at the very least take a pause,” she said.

She wasn’t wrong, I supposed.

“Fair enough,” I said.

I probably should have added that I appreciated her, but I honestly wasn’t feeling quite that level of generosity in the moment.

For one, I didn’t like being called out on my shortfalls.

“Oh, and one more gentle reminder,” she said.

“Yes?”

“It’s December, you know,” Marla said with a meaningful look. “Scarcely nine days from Christmas.”

I glanced over to a calendar hanging on a nearby wall.

“So it is,” I said, nodding absently.

Where has the time gone?

“I’m going to leave you now,” Marla said. “The only other thing I need to know before you leave is, who will be handling things during your brief absence?”

“Split between Avis Merton, Komuro Oshiro, and Miles Poole,” I said.

I could count on them.

“Very good. Noted. Have a safe flight,” Marla said, opening the office door. “Oh, and Mr. Rutherford said not to open the sealed envelope until your plane’s taken off.”

I stared down at the sealed envelope with a frown.

Then I felt waves of guilt over missing contact with Caleb for so many days in a row.

 

*  *  *

 


Chapter 3

Caleb

December 17

 

 

I scanned the living room and realized how crowded the space really was.

There was little spare area remaining outside of the two leather couches, a recliner, and matching end tables set before the fireplace and large screen television.

My gaze shifted to the adjacent Spartanly furnished dining room. The large eight-person oak wood table with matching cushioned wooden chairs were all that lay claim in the room.

Everything looked functional, but otherwise quite ordinary. Certainly not festive.

Now it was only eight days until Christmas, and there wasn’t a decoration to be seen.

“This is dreary,” I said. “We need a tree.”

But where in the hell would we put it?

I looked again at the dining room. Maybe there was just enough space for a tree there, if we moved the table down a bit.

I glanced at the others nearby and realized I was getting no help from them.

Paige furiously tapped on her phone screen as she played a game while seated on one end of the couch.

Dane slouched on the other end of the couch as he continued scrolling through a list of movies on some streaming channel, and Lyra lay fully reclined in the nearby recliner with her eyes closed.

I shook my head.

“Hey, anybody? I’m asking here. Who wants to help me decorate this place?” I asked.

Nobody said anything.

“Yeah, sure,” Paige said absently.

I heard the thumping of steps coming down the nearby stairs, and Roman stopped at the foot of them.

“I’ll help,” he said with a shrug.

I gave him a half-hearted look of appreciation.

“Paige, you want to go out with me tonight to buy decorations? Maybe the tree, too?”

She just sat there on her phone. After a moment, she lurched forward from her seat and frantically shook her phone before her.

“Damn!” she exclaimed. “I almost completed that level before that little turd muffin took me out.”

“Paige?” I asked.

“Uh-huh,” she said, sitting down, though her attention was firmly back on her phone. “Get ready, you little shits. Momma’s going to kick your little asses.”

Yeah, I felt pretty ignored at that point.

“So then, decorations?” I asked. “Maybe run out tonight with me, Paige?”

I waited for what felt like a small slice of forever as she played her game. “Paige?”

She didn’t even look up. “Yep, listening.”

“About those decorations and tree?”

She cursed under her breath and rapidly tapped her fingers on the screen. “Huh? Yeah, why not go ahead and get those, kiddo? Whatever you want is fine with me.”

I winced while gritting my teeth and shaking my head.

“Maybe we should just scope out those ourselves, Caleb,” Roman suggested gently.

Suddenly, I didn’t even want to bother.

“Let’s just go,” I said while going over to the coat rack beside the front door. I grabbed Roman’s jacket and tossed it across the room to him.

“You want to take the car?” he asked.

“You’re not taking the BMW!” Paige yelled.

Apparently, some topics managed to break through Paige’s cloud of concentration.

I slipped on my jacket. “Never mind, right now I just need to walk anyway.”

I headed out through the front door and didn’t look back.

“Caleb?” Roman asked before rushing to follow after me.

 

*  *  *

 

I zipped up my leather jacket as a chill north wind tried to cut right through me. I looked up into the gray late afternoon sky for a moment before returning my gaze to the sidewalk before me. 

Glancing around, I noticed that many of the houses I passed were festooned with holiday lights and decorations, which only made me feel more resentful.

At the rate things were going, it was shaping up to become both an unpleasant Christmas and an unremarkable New Year’s.

“We should’ve insisted on taking the car,” Roman said from a few steps behind me. 

I heard him zip his coat up fully.

“I wanted some fresh air and time to think,” I replied.

He caught up beside me and matched my stride.

“You wanna talk about it?” he asked.

I shook my head. “Nah, but thanks.”

We walked in silence for a time, accompanied only by the sounds of passing vehicles.

I had asked Kat numerous times during the past two weeks about our Christmas plans, but she kept saying she was still thinking about it.

Time kept passing by, and it was a topic that was beginning to feel forgotten entirely.

Or ignored.

Heck, it had been days since we last spoke.

A pang of annoyance flowed through me.

Maybe I should just go to our house in Georgia. I remembered that last Christmas, the community of Mableton had looked really festive downtown.

It was the closest place that felt like home to me these days; ever since I moved in with Kat.

It was our place now.

But am I back to spending Christmas by myself again?

I remembered the gap of years being alone after my mother died and before meeting Kat. Those were shitty Christmases, for sure.

But what else was I supposed to do?

Kat was busy working with Alton, and I wasn’t going to play the spoiled partner who whined about not getting his way. I owed them both much more than that.

Time to have my big boy pants on.

However, the idea of spending the holidays without Kat felt painful. It was as if the bad old days threatened to return.

Of course, I’d hardly be alone in the strictest sense. Neither Alton nor Kat would allow that. I’d likely be surrounded by protective services of some sort, though that was hardly social.

I wondered if Dane and Lyra already had holiday plans. Though they didn’t come off as the most festive of people.

Vampires weren’t necessarily as festive as humans, particularly the older ones, it seemed.

However, my protection team was not the ideal companionship, either. They were great at what they did, but we weren’t exactly friends in the short time we’d known one another.

I supposed that, at the very least, I’d hope to be somewhere I felt comfortable during the holidays.

Maybe Paige would accompany me?

In her favor, if we returned to Georgia, she might be able to spend time with Ethan.

Dr. Ethan Reynolds seemed like the sort of vampire who still enjoyed the holidays, and I knew he was quite smitten with Paige.

Although Paige hadn’t mentioned having any plans with Ethan yet.

Dammit. This contemplation is getting me nowhere.

I stepped off the curb to cross the street.

“Caleb!”

My body jerked backward and off balance as the sound of a blaring horn screamed past me amidst the resounding rumble of a large freight truck.

My eyes went wide as I fell backward against Roman.

“Shit!” I yelled, my heart pounding in my throat.

Roman glared at me. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

“I’m just—” I stammered, regaining my balance and turning to face him. I still felt the shock of the moment as I gaped at him.

I was almost a hood ornament for a delivery truck.

“Listen. You need to get your crap straightened out,” Roman said. “And I mean now.”

“Crap? What’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded.

“You,” he said, poking his finger against my chest. “You’ve been walking around in a half-daze the past few days, ever since the semester ended. It’s like you’ve got your head up your ass or something.”

He made a valid point, I suppose.

I nodded. “Yeah, I get it. It’s just the holidays are coming, and—”

I didn’t finish that sentence, and I didn’t want to, either.

He didn’t say anything for a moment. Then he finally said, “It’s not easy with Katrina gone, is it?”

“No,” I said. “It really isn’t.”

We resumed our stride, and before long, I realized I was practically fast-marching down the sidewalk. I deliberately slowed down my pace.

I stopped beside a small park area that was lined with various evergreen trees and turned to face Roman.

My heart rate was finally returning to normal.

“Any plans for Christmas?” I asked. “If not, how would you feel about a road trip to Georgia with me? You’ve never seen our place in Mableton, and it has comfortable guest rooms.”

He gave me a sheepish expression. “It sounds like fun. But I just messaged Katrina this morning asking to take some time away with my parents for Christmas this year,” he said. “I haven’t spent the holidays with them in a while. And this year, my sister and her husband and their kids are finally going to visit from out of town.”

I nodded. “I get it. You should do that. I’d definitely do the same if I still had relatives.”

“I’m sorry, Caleb,” he said. “It’s just a chance to get our whole family together under one roof again.”

“Nah, like I said, I get it,” I said while springing forward into a brisk stride again. “It’s all good. You have to embrace the time with loved ones while you can.”

For a time, I just kept thinking about the final Christmas that I had with my mother years ago before she died.

What I would have given for one more holiday with her.

The cold breeze felt harsh against my face and neck as I trudged onward.

 

*  *  *

 

I sat in a booth at Witches Brew coffee shop with my arms folded before me while waiting for my name to be called. Roman sat opposite me, deliberately scanning the room to study the other patrons.

I had to admire his sense of dedication to security awareness. After all, he had just saved me from becoming a hood ornament.

“Caleb and RL,” a woman’s voice called out.

“RL?” I asked.

“I use my initials instead of my name,” Roman said as he slid out of the booth. “Stay here. I’ll get our drinks.”

I watched him walk over to the counter before returning to both my ruminations over Katrina and my Christmas conundrum as Aimee Mann's "Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas" played over the overhead speakers.

It was hard being away from Kat for extended periods.

Romance is easy. Relationships are hard.

I sighed.

Long-distance relationships are even harder.

Roman set my insulated cup of black tea before me and then returned to sit opposite me.

“Thanks,” I said. “What did you get?”

“Coffee,” he replied. “Dark roast with a caramel double-shot.”

I grinned at him.

“Hey, it’s one of my few indulgences,” he said.

I shrugged. “I didn’t say anything.”

He gave me a wry look before sipping at his coffee and looking toward the main entrance as more patrons entered.

“Have you ever thought about telling Katrina how much you want to be together at Christmas?” he asked.

“Huh?” I asked, slightly caught off guard by his question. “I’ve mentioned it in texts, as well as a few phone chats, the past couple of weeks. Although it’s been a few days since we last talked.”

Roman stared at me for a moment. “Yeah, but did you actually tell her in a way that emphasized the importance of it?”

I deliberately took a sip of tea to forestall my answer and nearly burned my lips.

“I didn’t nag her about it, if that’s what you mean,” I said, looking away from him. “I’m not going to be that guy.”

“I dunno for sure, but it kinda sounds to me like you’re just rolling over on the subject,” he said.

I frowned at him. “I’m not going to be one of those needy partners. I refuse to act petty. She’s done so much for me – is doing so much for me – that it’s not in me to demand more things from her. That wouldn’t be fair. She’s got her hands full in London.”

He shrugged. “So, you’re happy enough to stay miserable and keep quiet about it just to placate her?”

I inhaled a deep breath and let it out slowly, mainly to contemplate his question longer.

“I don’t like to think of it as placate,” I said. “I’m trying to be understanding about the circumstances, that’s all. She’s just busy—”

“Too busy to respond to you, maybe?” Roman interrupted with a meaningful look.

His words cut to the center of my heart. I didn’t want to think of it that way, but I had to admit I did feel like that.

Does that make me selfish?

“She still cares about me,” I said, though with less emphasis than I probably should have.

Roman gave me a sympathetic look. “I never said she didn’t care about you,” he said. “It’s more about how you feel.”

I quietly nodded and took another shallow sip of tea.

He glanced over at the nearby sales counter. “Listen, I think I’d like one of those iced Christmas cookies. Want one?”

I glanced over at the counter display. “Sure, thanks.”

He slid out of the booth and walked over to the counter as Bing Crosby’s "I’ll Be Home for Christmas" played. It sounded like a throwback from another time.

I heaved a sigh.

“Home for Christmas.” My eyes fell upon the various lights and decorations lining the dining room walls and windows. “If only.”

 

*  *  *

 

 


Chapter 4

Caleb

December 17

 

 

After we left Witches Brew, Roman convinced me to stop by Bargain Mart to purchase some Christmas décor. We limited our outlay to two bags of merchandise for each of us.

It was nearly dark by the time we left the store, and the north wind cut into my exposed skin. I silently berated myself for not getting my heavy winter coat out of the bedroom closet before we headed out.

“Despite the cold, I’m glad you talked me into this,” I said.

“Yeah, well, we were just around the corner from the coffee shop anyway,” Roman said.

I’d try to convince Paige to return with me in the car that evening to purchase a Christmas tree and other larger items.

“Look, I like walking as much as anyone,” Roman said. “And I realize that Paige is touchy about the BMW. But given that it’s winter now, have you thought about buying or leasing another vehicle for us to use?”

I nodded. “Not a bad idea, really. Paige will never let us borrow the BMW. She barely even lets the twins drive it.”

“Oh, believe me, I’ve noticed,” he said with a chuckle.

In reflection, we typically caught the bus on rainy days, or just walked since the Yale campus and most of our local haunts were less than two miles away from the house.

Initially, walking everywhere had been part of Roman’s training plan to keep us in shape. But that was during the warmer weather months.

Winter in Connecticut was something else entirely.

Honestly, given Roman’s commitment to fitness, I wasn’t disappointed to find that he didn’t appreciate the bitter northern cold fronts.

But I was quickly discovering that the winters in New Haven could be brutal, and it was already colder than anything I remembered back in Georgia.

I heard Roman zip up his jacket while I was carefully scanning the upcoming intersection for traffic conditions.

One mortal scare a day was pretty much my limit.

I was only human, after all.

By the time our street was in sight ahead, both of us were double-timing our pace to get out of the cold.

Despite the frigid wind, I took the time to glance at the numerous houses decorated with Christmas lights. Some people even had their Christmas trees visible through open drapes and blinds of front windows.

The sights filled me with warm feelings of nostalgia, and a momentary pang of sadness washed over me.

“I’ll make something out of the season somehow,” I murmured with determination.

“What was that?” Roman asked.

“Nothing,” I said, barreling up the steps to the front door.

The warm air hit me just as soon as I opened the door to enter.

“Oh, yes,” I said.

I barely had time to step inside before Roman was barreling past me.

“Damn, it’s cold out there,” he said.

He caught my attention and quietly mouthed the word “car.”

I smiled at him and nodded.

We dropped the bags near the coat rack and hung up our coats.

Paige leaned across the kitchen countertop with an unusually amused expression. “You finally made it back,” she said. “I thought I was going to have to send out a search party for you two. Get anything good?”

I stepped toward the kitchen and saw Dane and Lyra sitting at the dining room table playing cards, while Roman rapidly rubbed his palms together as he headed toward the kitchen.

“Just some decorations,” I replied, suspicious of Paige’s upbeat mood. “Why?”

Then I smelled a hint of cherry blossoms.

My eyes widened, and I thought I heard something to my left. I looked over and saw Katrina standing at the foot of the stairs.

“Kat?” I asked, dumbfounded.

She stood there smiling back at me with a twinkle in her green eyes. Her black leather vest over a white collared shirt, tight dark blue jeans, and black leather boots made her look striking and beautiful. Her red hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and the dark eyeliner she wore made her look captivating.

She took my breath away.

She opened up her arms and walked toward me.

I hugged her tightly against me, as if she were a figment of my imagination that I refused to let go of.

I pulled away from her and craned my neck to look up into her eyes.

“Hello, my love,” she said.

“Hi,” I said lamely before planting a firm kiss on her warm lips.

The weeks of longing for her burst forth in one mighty wave as I lost myself in the strong scent of cherry blossoms emanating from her.

We parted from our kiss. “I’m so happy to see you,” I said.

“Oh, really? I wouldn’t have noticed,” she said with a wry grin. She tapped me on the tip of my nose with her fingertip. “I missed you, too.”

I suddenly became aware that multiple sets of eyes were upon us. Roman grinned at me, while the twins immediately averted their gazes back to their card game. Paige’s expression was soft and sweet as she regarded us.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?” I asked, shifting my arms to envelop her waist.

“I wanted to surprise you,” she replied while lightly massaging the tops of my shoulders between her fingertips.

I could honestly have melted onto the floor in that moment.

“Consider myself surprised,” I said.

I frowned. “Hey, I didn’t see a car in the driveway.”

“I had Sunset Air transit drop me off here,” she said. “We’ve still got the BMW in the garage, right?”

I gave a meaningful look over at Paige. “Yeah, the BMW.”

Paige simply stuck her tongue out at me in response.

Kat’s attention shifted toward the kitchen.

“Roman, I’ve approved your extended Christmas leave,” she said. “I hope you enjoy happy holidays with your family.”

“Great, thanks so much,” he replied. “I’ll fly out in a few days then. I’d better call my parents and let them know everything’s in order.”

“That’s fine,” she said.

Roman pulled out his smartphone and moved past us to head upstairs.

Kat turned to face me again and observed me with evident scrutiny.

“Have you lost weight since I last saw you?” she asked with a frown.

I shrugged and looked away, but she placed her fingertip beneath my chin and gently inclined my head until I looked directly back at her. Her green eyes had a penetrating look, and she arched one brow.

I swallowed. “Erm,” I said, reaching up with one hand to caress the top of her hand. “I haven’t really been that hungry as of late, I suppose.”

“Hm.” She set me with an appraising stare and removed her fingertip from beneath my chin to hold my proffered hand in hers. “Have you had dinner yet? Are you hungry?”

I smiled. “No to your first question,” I said. “And secondly, I think I’m partial to eating now.”

“Good. Dinner’s on me then,” she said. “You pick the place.”

“Sounds good,” I said. “But first, I’ll run upstairs and grab my winter coat. My leather jacket just isn’t cutting it anymore.”

I took the stairs two at a time as I heard Kat’s voice calling behind me. “Grab my coat while you’re up there, please. It’s on the desk chair.”

I headed into the bedroom and noticed Kat’s suitcase parked beside the bed. I couldn’t help grinning to myself.

She was finally here.

I found my winter coat pressed into the end of the closet. I grabbed it and threw it over my arm. Then I scanned the room and saw Kat’s coat where she’d said, draped over my desk chair.

As I reached for it, I noticed a single tri-folded piece of paper and a slightly crumpled white envelope lying directly beneath it on the floor.

Was it something I had dropped earlier?

It didn’t look familiar to me.

I picked it up, unfolded the paper, and read it.

My heart practically stopped with shock.

I re-read it again.

It was definitely Alton’s handwriting.

A sour feeling rose in the pit of my stomach, and I felt a wave of dejection course through me.

That lasted only seconds, because I felt really angry.

No, angry was too kind a word.

I was hurt, but I was also thoroughly pissed off.

 

*  *  *

 

 


Chapter 5

Paige

December 17

 

 

Katrina watched Caleb go upstairs and then turned back toward me.

“How have things been going here?” she asked.

“Oh, you know,” I said, shrugging. “The usual. Christmas and whatnot.”

Red didn’t take the bait and instead, glanced back in the direction of upstairs.

“He’s definitely lost weight,” she said.

“Yeah, not much appetite lately,” I said.

How was I supposed to tell her that she was part of that problem?

Was she that oblivious?

“It has been three weeks,” I said.

She nodded and pursed her lips. “Sure, I realize that now.”

“Now?” I asked. “You just realized it was the holidays?”

My point was interrupted by the sounds of heavy footfalls coming downstairs. Caleb was carrying his coat in one hand and a piece of paper in the other.

And he looked really upset.

He marched right up to Katrina, stared up into her eyes, and shook the piece of paper at her.

“Really?” he asked. “You needed Alton to remind you that I was here waiting on you? And now I’m a mission?”

“Caleb—wait, did you go through my jacket?” she asked pointedly.

“That’s what you’re worried about?” he asked. “As a matter of fact, this was lying on the floor, and I thought it was something of mine, thank you. So, no, I didn’t rifle through your stuff. But that’s not the point, is it?”

I’d rarely seen Caleb act so angrily toward Red before. It was quite startling.

And yet, I still didn’t understand what was going on.

“Did you actually need a note to remind you that I’m here waiting on you?” he demanded. “Did you even remember I was still here? Or am I just too much trouble for you to bother with now?”

“Caleb, I can explain,” she said, reaching out to grasp him by the shoulders.

He jerked free of her grasp.

“Forget it,” he told her. “If you’re so damned busy in London, just get back on a plane and go back there. I don’t want to keep you from what obviously matters more!”

I felt like I was watching a train wreck unfolding right in front of me.

“It’s not like that at all,” Katrina insisted.

“I tried so hard to be understanding and patient; not to be overly needy or demanding,” he said, his voice sounding hoarse. “I stayed the course, no matter how hard it was. And for what? Would you even have come here if it weren’t for this?”

He rubbed his forehead with his palm before looking up into her eyes.

I had rarely seen him so emotionally distraught. It shook me to see him that way.

“Do you know how much I want and need you in my life?” he asked. “Because after what happened at Thanksgiving – nearly dying and possibly losing you? Do you realize how vitally essential you are to me… how much I absolutely love and adore you?”

He flung the piece of paper into the air, and it floated between me and Katrina onto the floor.

I picked up the discarded paper and began to read what turned out to be a handwritten note.

 

Katrina,

 

I appreciate your focused diligence and all that you’ve done in the ensuing weeks since the November incident. Your dogged persistence has borne many gains for us during that time.

However, it has become apparent to me that a key topic has gone unaddressed for too long, for which I accept my share of both the blame and responsibility.

Please set aside your current objectives and focus on Caleb for the holidays. Despite a shared sense of urgency over our current endeavors, that young man needs you now, and it would be unfair to neglect him any further.

I do hope you will embrace your current mission in the spirit it was intended. The holidays are meant to be spent with those we love. I respect whatever decision you come to with how you choose to spend it. Take all the time you need.

Please give my warmest regards to Caleb. I’ll reach out to him soon.

 

Alton

 

My eyes had to have been as wide as saucers.

“Holy shit,” I muttered.

I looked back up at the heated exchange taking place in front of me.

“I’m here now, my love, that’s really what matters,” Katrina urged.

“No,” Caleb objected. “It only matters if it was your idea. I’m just some sort of afterthought now. Do you know how much this hurts? This kills me!”

She reached out to him again, but he dodged away from her grasp.

“No. Just go back to your important work in London,” he said, his eyes red and glistening. “I won’t impose on you anymore.”

It broke my heart to see the little guy in such a state.

“Caleb, listen—” Katrina pleaded.

He shook his head at her, turned, and barreled toward the front door. “Just go,” he said as he walked away. “I can’t stand this anymore.”

“Caleb!” she yelled and started toward him.

I grabbed Katrina by the arm and jerked her back. She glared at me with a furious expression, her eyes glowing a blazing green.

She was pissed.

I didn’t care.

“Let him go,” I ordered. “Take a damned breath.”

“What?” she demanded. “Are you insane?”

“Oh, I don’t think I’m the crazy one here,” I insisted, holding up the note in my hand while shaking it back and forth.

Caleb hastily slipped into his coat before he hurriedly opened the front door. He stormed across the threshold and firmly pulled the door shut behind him.

I turned on Katrina, harnessing the fury built up within me in mere moments.

“You actually kept this?!” I shouted, frantically waving the letter in my hand at her. “Why the hell would you keep this? What the fuck is wrong with you, Red?”

Katrina glanced at the front door and then back at me. “I don’t know,” she said, shaking her head. “I honestly wasn’t thinking about that. I just stuffed it in my pocket.”

“More to the point,” I pressed. “Why would you even need this? That kid worships you as it is!”

She just stared back at me blankly, as if she had short-circuited or something.

I crumpled up the note tightly and threw it against her chest. It ricocheted across the room and onto the floor.

She glared back at me. “Look, it didn’t even occur to me to throw it away. And hell, I’ve already been feeling guilty for the past day over Caleb. I thought about him on the entire flight from London,” she said as she clenched and unclenched her fists. “I just folded the stupid paper up and put it into my jacket pocket after reading it. Besides, I had some emails and last-minute phone calls to—”

“Emails and phone calls?” I demanded. “This is exactly what I’m talking about. You’re completely obsessed again, aren’t you? You can’t help yourself, can you? You’re in workaholic mode. I’m right, aren’t I?”

She nodded. “Okay, but you don’t understand how many lists of things—”

“Goddammit, I knew it!” I yelled, shaking two fists beside me while bending over at the waist. “I just knew you were in your own damned little world again. To hell with everyone that matters, just so long as you get your laundry list of crap done! This is just so you.”

Katrina just stared back at me incredulously.

“I had responsibilities!” she shot back.

“And he’s one of them,” I said vehemently. “That boy is job one for you.”

Her expression looked like I had just slapped her in the face.

“He’s not a boy,” she insisted.

“Oh, that’s what bothers you? Do you realize that you went days without returning a call to him?” I asked, poking her in the chest with my fingertip. “Who the hell does that to someone they supposedly love? I may not write an advice column on relationships, but even I know better than that.”

She didn’t even try to say anything in response.

God, how I wanted to strangle her.

“And Christmas?” I asked. “Don’t even get me started there.”

I was suddenly aware that the twins were still present, and I turned to see both of them silently standing and gawking at us from the dining room.

I felt an angry heat rise to my face. “What are you two staring at?”

They both exchanged glances with each other and then looked back at me.

“Don’t just stand there, idiots. Go after him!” I demanded, pointing toward the front door.

They both still had dumbfounded expressions on their faces; probably because they’d never seen anyone speak to Red the way I had in that moment.

I supposed it was hard to blame them.

“Wha—you mean, bring him back here?” Dane stammered, pointing one finger down at the floor.

“No, don’t bring him back here!” I shouted, frantically shaking one fist in the air. “Just fucking go after him and make sure he stays safe!”

“Erm, right-o,” Dane said.

To their credit, both Dane and Lyra immediately sped past us in a blur and yanked open the front door. They slammed it behind them as they left.

“And you,” I said, turning to Katrina and pointing at her.

The front door burst open again, and Lyra had an apologetic expression as she pointed to the coat rack and grabbed both of their jackets from their pegs.

“Sorry. Forgot our camouflage,” she said before slamming the door shut behind her.

I rolled my eyes in exasperation.

Everyone’s gone Keystone Cops on me all of a sudden.

“I know I messed up this time, Paige,” Katrina said weakly. I could see tears welling in her eyes.

Serves her right.

“Oh, you think?” I asked. “No, forget ‘messed up.’ You totally screwed the pooch here, Red. In fact, congratulations! You fucked up royally! Bravo, such an accomplishment.”

Katrina appeared in an odd half-daze for a moment as she quickly rubbed at her eyes with her fingertips. Then she struggled to present a burgeoning look of resolve.

“I’ll go after him,” she said, nodding. “I can explain everything.”

I chortled a bitter laugh. “You
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