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Elijah watched as the boys skillfully dribbled the basketball around the frozen puddles. He felt confident the shorter of the two, the one with the darker hair, was Jake Bondike. As the faint strains of “Silver Bells” from a house nearby floated past him, he forced himself to think of anything but Christmas. He’d barely survived Thanksgiving, deciding—perhaps foolishly—to forgo driving to his sister’s place and instead ordering a pizza at home, plopping a DVD into the player, and trying to forget the empty chair at the kitchen table where Lukas used to sit.

The blond boy—he thought the name was Bret—threw a tantrum over something or other. Looked like it was good-natured theatrics. Whatever had transpired, the game was over.

Jake gathered up the basketball, playfully punched Bret in the arm, and the two boys headed for the gate.

This is insane, Elijah thought. What the hell am I doing here?

A rare two inches of snow had blanketed Seattle the previous weekend, and some patches had survived the recent balmier temps before the weather had grown cold again. As the boys walked toward the corner, Jake stopped, bent down, and tried to scoop up enough to make a snowball. No dice.

“Fire one!” Bret shouted, and directed the basketball at Jake’s ass.

“Hey, you moron!”

“Thought you’d call me an ass after that move.”

The boys tussled with each other for a few moments. Bret recovered the basketball, gave Jake a half wave, and darted across the street. Jake continued on toward Pine Street.

That’s when Elijah decided to make his move.

He trailed the boy for a block, quickening his pace before the boy reached Broadway. The traffic light turned red just in time for Elijah to walk up and wait with Jake at the corner.

“Hey,” Elijah said, his heart racing, his throat feeling like it was closing in on itself.

The boy looked up. He didn’t speak. Maybe he didn’t realize Elijah was addressing him. Or, more accurately, wondered why a thirty-year-old stranger was talking to him.

“Are you Jake Bondike?”

The boy tensed. He stepped back, wide-eyed. Elijah would ordinarily have thought it an overreaction, but based on the rumors he’d heard, the boy did have reason to be nervous and suspicious...around anyone.

“My name’s Elijah. Elijah Liepa.” He paused, not wanting to inundate Jake with a ton of details. “My...a friend of mine...used to teach at your school. Lukas McMillan?”

Jake’s face softened. “Oh, yeah. I’m...sorry.”

Elijah nodded. “Yeah.” He looked down at a crack in the street. “Guess it was kind of rough on you guys, too. Losing two teachers, one right after the other.”

Jake was silent. He glanced at the traffic light. It was green. He didn’t move, but he leaned to his right, as though he wanted to bolt. Curiosity had him, Elijah thought, or his parents had raised a polite son. Maybe a combination of the two.

“The reason I wanted to talk to you,” Elijah pressed on, “is I had a question about the other teacher, Mr. Griese.”

Jake bit his lip. “You pronounced it right. Greeze. He used to get pissed if anyone said grease. Everybody used to screw it up.”

Elijah rubbed the back of his hand over the stubble on his chin. Lukas was always turned on by Elijah’s razor stubble, which Lukas used to joke appeared right after Elijah shaved.

Focus, Elijah.

“What about Mr. Griese?” Jake asked.

The boy’s hands shook just enough for Elijah to sense that this conversation wouldn’t be in vain. Maybe the rumors did have truth to them.

“It’s a little awkward standing here on the street corner. Can I buy you...a hot chocolate...coffee, anything?” Elijah pointed to the espresso stand just down from the bank. He thought that hanging around outside at some venue, instead of a street corner, might make it more acceptable to the boy. It would certainly make Elijah feel less like a creepy predator.

Jake glanced at his watch. “Um, I kind of have to—”

“Okay, listen.” Elijah had to act fast. He felt he was losing control, and might not get the chance again. Street corner, espresso stand—it didn’t matter now. Just get the words out, Elijah!

“My last name is Latvian, too. Like Griese.”

Jake stood silently. Motionless.

Elijah swallowed hard. “Did you see...her?”

The boy turned and stepped off the curb.

“Jake?”

Jake raced to the other side.

“Jake?”

The boy spun around. “Leave me alone!” he shouted. “I mean it!” He turned and disappeared down an alleyway.

* * * *
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In the lab at Bayview Medical Center, March could hear the Christmas party shenanigans from the nurses’ station. The volume of chatter and the music were at a fairly decent volume; not so loud it would disturb patients, yet not so soft that the patients would feel this was a staff-only celebration.

“March? Come on. Join the party. I’ll be offended if you don’t try my eggnog.”

March looked up from his notes to see head nurse Kathy Bondike standing in the doorway. “Homemade eggnog? Sounds like paradise for enterobacteria. All life forms are invited to this hullaballoo then?”

“Listen to you,” Kathy said. “Trying to make Scrooge sound like a regular St. Nick.”

“Bah.”

“I remember someone being all excited about the Secret Santa.”

“I was. Until my Santa ended up forgetting two of three gifts he or she owed me, and has yet to make it up to me.”

Someone outside the lab whistled. A cat call followed.

March scowled. “It would probably be best if—”

Before he could finish, Kathy raised a finger. “I’ll be sure they don’t get too out of control.” She turned and started back down the hallway, but stopped in her tracks. “Jake!”

“Hey, Mom.”

March spied Jake standing out in the hallway, in front of the X-ray room doors. He held a mug of eggnog in his hand.

“I thought you were spending the day with Bret,” Kathy said. “What are you doing here?”

“Nice ploy,” March said, staring at Jake’s mug of eggnog. “Getting the child to help push your vile beverage. Taking lessons from the Girl Scouts, are we? Can’t say no to a child pushing unhealthy calories.”

Jake stared down at the floor. “I just...I thought I’d stop in to say hi.”

Kathy smiled. “Well, come on, then, and let’s make the most of the party. We only have about a half-hour. Remember I have to pick up your father from work tonight.”

“Yeah, I know.” The boy looked toward March. They locked eyes. “I’ll be there in a minute, okay?”

Kathy squeezed her son’s arm. “I made the sugar cookies too, you know.”

“Yeah, I know,” Jake said. “Dad was worried that you’d give everyone salmo—”

“Okay, okay!” Kathy threw her arms up in the air as she went back to join the party. “Everyone is slamming my culinary skills today! Where’s the Christmas spirit?”

March put down his pen and folded his hands. “Jake?”

“Can I talk to you for a minute?”

“Of course. Come in and close the door.” He motioned Jake to take a seat. “What’s on your mind?”

Jake looked away, then back at March. “About twenty minutes ago some guy came up to me and asked about...Mr. Griese.”

March tapped a finger to his lips. “What, specifically, was he asking?”

“He said he was a friend of Mr. McMillan. You know, the other teacher who died? He asked about general junk. Like, I mean, he didn’t really say anything detailed. But...” Jake paused.

“Jake?”

“He said his name was Liepa, and that he was Latvian. And I think he was asking about...her.”

“Her who?”

“You know. The...V...Velu...” Jake’s shoulders dropped. “I can’t even stand to say her name.”

“The Velu Mate.” Just what March did not want to hear.

“He just asked if I saw her.”

“And you said...?”

“I just ran. He kept calling out after me.” Jake leaned forward. “He knew my name and everything.”

March stood up. “And you said his name was Liepa?”

“Yeah. Um...Elijah. Elijah Liepa.”

March nodded. He would have to pay Mr. Liepa a visit. As soon as possible. “Let’s keep this under wraps, shall we?”

“Sure,” Jake said.

“I mean from everyone. Bret, Tina, and especially Niomi.”

“Yeah, I know,” Jake said.

March could count on the boy to keep the secret from his parents, his teachers, his classmates. At least, most of his classmates. He knew that for Jake, keeping a secret from his three best friends would be like a town crier trying to keep quiet about the most earth-shattering news imaginable. He expected within the hour the gang of four would be chattering about what Jake had just experienced.

* * * *
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Elijah pulled into an empty space, put the car in park, and let the engine run. He sipped his coffee, and looked out at Discovery Park.

Not a single day during the past year had been easy. But usually there’d been some distraction to take his mind off things at least for a while: a few temp jobs here and there; helping his parents paint the kitchen; his cousin’s acceptance at Yale. But today—December twenty-first—had been especially hard. He hadn’t been able to take his mind off Lukas for even a second.

December twenty-first.

The anniversary of that awful night.

They’d spent the entire week—and most of the Saturday—setting up for the dinner party: Lukas’s Christmas decorations on one side, and Elijah’s tribute to the Winter Solstice on the other. The apartment was filled with pine cones, holly, mistletoe, poinsettias, evergreen boughs and wreaths.

In the corner near the fireplace the Christmas tree stood. In the corner by the window Elijah had positioned the Solstice tree—replete with cranberries and popcorn strings, acorns, wren ornaments, and clove-covered oranges—so that it was directly diagonally across from Lukas’s red-and-gold themed Frasier fir.

“The diagonal line represents...something or other,” Lukas said, after Elijah quizzed him, making him promise he could actually answer the question this year if asked by their dinner guests. Last year, Elijah had a fit with Lukas’s unwillingness to learn all the rules and traditions of Solstice.

“I always get Saturn and Bacchus and Fufluns all confused.”

“Yet I manage to distinguish between Santa Claus, St. Nick, Good King Wenceslas, the Ghosts of Christmas past, present, future...”

“But act like Krampus.”

“There’s only one demon in this room,” Elijah said, “but I can tame him with mistletoe.”

“Oh, can you?”

“Let’s put it to the test.”

And it’s when they stood in the dining room doorway, wrapped around one another, kissing deeply, lost in themselves, that the smoke alarm went off.

“We’re not burning up the room that much, are we?”

Within seconds Elijah realized the folly of his flippant remark. The fire raced through the apartment. The smoke and flames were surreal; Elijah felt faint, as though he were in a dream. The curtains being eaten by the orange and yellow glow seemed like a scene from a movie. He felt detached. Paralyzed. Only Lukas’s shouts followed by Lukas violently shaking Elijah brought him to his senses. He stared as Lukas gathered up belongings. This sent Elijah from one end of the spectrum to the other, and he suddenly remembered all that he’d been taught about fires from his kindergarten years onward. He instinctively grabbed Lukas by the arm, and pulled him to the door, ignoring the photographs and books falling from Lukas’s arms and onto the floor. He blocked out Lukas’s protests as he lead him into the hallway
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