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INTRODUCTION

The Twelve Loves of Christmas includes twelve festive romances from today’s bestselling authors—each one filled with swoony moments, a little heat, and heart-fluttering holiday cheer. From magical winter nights with strangers to snowed-in second chances and unexpected sparks with coworkers, these stories celebrate the joy, connection, and romance of the season.

Open one story each day as you count down to Christmas and unwrap a new happily ever after—one magical moment at a time.
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A MERRY LITTLE CHRISTMAS

Jessica Joyce

“Are you sure your parents won’t mind that I’m crashing your Christmas?”

Naomi, my twenty-six-year-old friend in body and eighty-year-old chauffeur in spirit, spares me a glance before turning back to the snow-dusted highway we’re moseying along. “How many times are you planning to ask me that?”

“I don’t know,” I reply. “How many times are you going to play ‘Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas’ before we get to Tahoe? Because I’m ready to match that just to annoy you.”

I get another look for that, this one more pointed. “There are seventeen versions on this playlist, Eleanor.”

Of course.

“I guess I have to up my game, then.” I let her digest the full, ominous weight of that possibility. We still have an hour left of our drive up from San Francisco to Dollar Point, which sits on the northwest side of Lake Tahoe. “Out of curiosity, why do you have seventeen versions of the saddest Christmas song known to humankind on the same playlist as *NSYNC’s ‘Merry Christmas, Happy Holidays’?”

“It’s not sad, it’s cozy,” she shoots back.

“Your argument would be much more compelling if you didn’t just sniffle your way through Phoebe Bridgers’s rendition.”

“Jeez, McIntyre, for a social media manager, you’re a hell of a litigator,” Naomi says, then waves a lazy hand between us. “Fine, it’s a touch melancholy, especially because she’s singing the Judy Garland lyrics instead of the Sinatra ones.” She glances over at me, the amusement in her brown eyes softening. “I, of course, love the Sinatra version.”

“No surprise.”

“Regardless of the version, it reminds me of staying up late on Christmas Eve when everyone else is asleep, soaking in the quiet before all the excitement and chaos starts the next morning. Knowing everyone is under the same roof for a while and that you’re stuck together for a few days, minimum.”

“You’re a real poet, Naomi Molina,” I say, ignoring the ache starting to radiate in my chest at the picture she’s painted. My Christmases never looked like that growing up; I got a front-row seat to the rotating menu of yelling matches and stony silent treatment between my parents instead, whose resentment of each other—and complete disregard of me—only intensified during major holidays.

But I certainly wished for my troubles to be miles away in the years ahead, like Judy sang about so wistfully. I always hoped someday I’d have the kind of Christmas I’d seen in movies and heard my friends talking about.

In college, at least, I got a taste of it. I spent three years as a guest in a cozy Chicago home drenched with lights and laughter, which meant I got three years of just-after-midnight Christmas Days curled up in front of a tree decked in ornaments made out of Popsicle sticks and glitter that had chipped away with season after season of devoted handling. Three years of my head on a warm, hard thigh; of long, patient fingers combing through my hair; of a body pressed against mine in a childhood bed that squeaked when we breathed, let alone attempted other things. Three years of the Sinatra version of the song Naomi’s been subjecting me to playing on a scratchy record player.

I’m still convinced that having to let it go hurt worse than if I’d never had it in the first place, but I can’t find it in my heart to regret my time with Max Durham and his family. I only regret that it had to end.

“The answer is yes, by the way.”

I look over at Naomi. “What?”

“You asked if I was sure that my family won’t mind you crashing,” she replies, “and the answer is yes, I’m sure. You’re going to be greeted with open, probably terrifyingly enthusiastic arms.”

“My dream,” I say, hand over my heart. “I’ll be on my best behavior for you, promise.”

“El, I’ve been talking about you nonstop for the last seven months. They already know you’re an angel. The only thing I really had to warn them about is your dangerous moves on the dance floor.”

I snort out a laugh, which pulls a cackle out of her. Our meet-cute was facilitated by my enthusiasm for a Shania Twain song at a mutual friend’s wedding back in May. Instead of getting mad that I’d bumped into her, Naomi turned around with a huge smile and said, “Oh, yay, my new best friend is here.”

She was right; we’ve been inseparable ever since.

“Is a dance floor included in this weekend’s festivities?” I ask.

“Anything can be a dance floor if you try hard enough,” she muses. “Anyway, you’re not crashing. I invited you.”

I shoot her a look. She grins. Invited is a sanitized PR word for the campaign she launched to get me up to Tahoe when I mentioned that I never go back to Arizona for the holidays. I shook her off at first; I learned the hard way that getting attached to a temporary space I wished were permanent made me sadder than spending Christmas on my own. But Naomi refused to take no for an answer, threatening to strap me to the roof of her car like a piece of luggage every Christmas from here on out because “you are now an honorary Molina, and if you try to disagree, I’ll tell Mom and Dad on you. Do you want to devastate your honorary parents by rejecting them?”

I didn’t, nor did I want to reject the option of an ongoing Christmas invite, so I capitulated. Now, as we wind our way up Highway 80 toward the house Naomi’s parents have rented for the holidays, the fizzy anticipation that hit me as soon as I said yes grows tenfold. It helps that we’re driving through a literal winter wonderland as we climb farther into the mountains: giant trees with snow pillowed on every bough stretch as far as the eye can see, the rocky peaks in the distance are capped in white, and a caravan of cars ahead are decorated to look like reindeer, their little plastic antlers whipping jauntily around. I wouldn’t be surprised if Santa himself pulled up alongside us in his sleigh.

“I will warn you that it’s going to be chaotic,” Naomi says, pulling my attention away from the festive scenery. “Every few years my mom, her best friends, and their families celebrate the holiday together, so we’ve got people descending from all over—Chicago, San Diego, etcetera. The kids—full-grown adults, by the way, but they still call us kids—are pretty chill, but the elders are always dialed up to a ten.” She grimaces, glancing my way. “I probably should’ve told you that up front, but I didn’t want you to bail on me.”

“I wouldn’t have bailed on you,” I say, even as my heart dances at the passing mention of Chicago. I think about Max often, but there are three times a year when he’s particularly top of mind: before, during, and after the texts we exchange on each of our birthdays, and especially the one he sends me every Christmas, just after midnight.



Merry Christmas, El. You have good plans today?





I always tell him yes, even though I want to write back, Never as good as those Christmases with you. But it would just be a temporary hit of something I can’t have permanently. He’s in Chicago and I’m in San Francisco, and that distance is the reason we don’t spend Christmases together anymore.

I push the thought away as the opening strains of “Jingle Bell Rock” drift out of the sound system. I have a feeling this Christmas will give my favorite ones a run for their money, anyway.

“I love chaos,” I assure Naomi. “Besides, I’m sure it won’t be that chaotic.”

She shakes her head, her laugh mingling with Bobby Helms’s festive crooning. “You’ll see.”



It is unbelievably chaotic.

I’m not sure who I’ve hugged at this point. All I know is that everyone rushed outside when we pulled into the driveway of a gorgeous cabin-style home, that I’ve been pulled into more than a dozen people’s arms, and that I’m exactly where I want to be.

“I’m so glad you’re here with us,” Naomi’s mom says, squeezing me closer.

“Thank you so much for letting me—”

“Don’t say crash!” Naomi interjects.

“Spend the holiday with you,” I say, directing a cheeky smile at my best friend before turning my attention back to Annette, who beams. She’s adorable, a bite-sized white woman with silver-laced wavy brown hair and a hilariously hideous Christmas sweater that lights up.

“We were very excited when we heard you were going to be a guest of honor,” Naomi’s dad, Oscar, says. He has sparkling eyes the same shade as his daughter’s, and they’re just as warm as he tosses me a wink. “For a minute, we thought we’d be subjected to another one of Mimi’s terrible boyfriends.”

“Eleanor,” her brother, Cameron, calls as he runs after a tiny child making a break for the trees, “now that you’re in my sister’s life, please help her improve her taste in men.”

Naomi holds her hands up in a T formation with a buzzing sound. “Did no one read the lengthy rules and regulations I sent the group chat two weeks ago?” She points at all the parents—I think there are three sets in total—before towing over a tall Black woman with shoulder-length curly hair and a wide, brilliant smile. If I remember correctly, she’s the daughter of Annette’s best friend, Toni. “Thea, you remember, right?”

“No commentary on or questioning of the single kids’ love lives,” Thea replies with a meaningful look at each parent. “Signed off on by all of the single delegation, by the way, so keep those thoughts to yourself.”

A chorus of boos echo in the air.

I bite back a smile, sliding my arm through Naomi’s as we move inside en masse. “I take it the elders regularly interrogate you about your love lives?”

“When they’re together? Without mercy, hence the rule,” she replies, rolling her eyes. “I snooped on some of the texts in their group chat”—she points to Annette, Toni, and their third best friend I met minutes ago, a Korean woman named Genevieve, who are cackling as they make their way inside—“and a solid thirty percent of it was them plotting date setups. I would’ve been hounded if I’d come up here alone.”

I bat my lashes. “But then I swooped in and saved the day by having a shitty family.”

“And thank goodness for that, because now I get you to myself,” she replies, smacking a kiss on my cheek.

She says something else, but I’m too busy drinking in the scenery as we step into the house. It’s lovely in all the obvious ways: soaring ceilings with wooden beams lining the open-concept space; the living room, dining room, and kitchen all lead into one another and there’s a sprawling, wraparound deck that looks out into the woods. Just beyond it is the deep, beautiful blue stretch of Lake Tahoe.

But it’s the less tangible things I really latch on to: it’s warm and loud with conversation, full of bodies happy to be there, strewn with winter jackets and snow-sugared boots, and the air is thick with the scent of pine from the massive Christmas tree tucked into the corner of the living room.

Holiday grief is such a strange animal. I’m happy to be here now and so unbearably sad that the kid version of me never got it. And inevitably, I miss that Chicago house, with its similar feeling. Inevitably, I miss—

“Max?”

As soon as I hear that name, my head whips around with neck-cracking speed.

“What?” I blurt, but my question gets gobbled up in the louder conversation between Annette and Genevieve.

“She texted that he’d just picked them up from the airport six-ish hours ago,” Genevieve is saying. “So, given the roads…”

Annette glances at her watch. “They should be here any minute.”

As if on cue, the door swings open. I get the barest glimpse of a middle-aged white couple before they’re immediately swarmed, blocking my view.

Naomi leans into me with a jokingly intoned, “The beloved Durhams have arrived.”

“What?” I repeat, and this time my question doesn’t get lost.

“Janey, the fourth musketeer, and her family,” she says. “They flew in from Chicago with their youngest, and their older son picked them up from San Francisco because he was in town for a…” Her smile melts away as she searches my face. “El, are you okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

There’s no way, I think. There’s absolutely no way.

But when I turn back to the front door, ghosts are exactly what I see. The Ghosts of Christmas Past, to be exact: Jane and Marcus Durham shrugging off their coats. Their younger son, Levi, who’s blossomed from a gangly fourteen-year-old into a very tall and grown-up eighteen-year-old. God. Can that be right?

Yes. Yes, it can, because their older son is twenty-six now and he’s changed too. His body, a rangy runner’s build in college, has filled out, and so has his face. It’s more angular now, his jaw glass-sharp. But his light brown hair is the same, cut in that perpetual ’90s heartthrob style, and so are his brilliant blue eyes, framed by glasses I helped him pick out after I accidentally stepped on his old ones in the middle of the night. The smile he’s always handed over so easily is there too.

And right now, it’s directed at the beautiful woman holding his hand.



I yank Naomi onto the deck and around the corner before anyone—Max, mainly—can see me.

“What the hell?” she exclaims, nearly taking me down with her as she slides on a patch of ice. “What is going on?”

“I—shit, oh my god—I need to avoid someone,” I say, half ducking next to a covered hot tub. I think I’m having a heart attack.

She ducks down with me like a true friend while giving me a look that broadcasts she’s questioning my sanity. “Who could you possibly need to avoid right now?”

My panting breaths burst into clouds between us. “Remember over the summer when I had that really bad date, and I came straight to your apartment afterward and we got drunk and talked for like six hours about all our relationships?”

“Yes,” she says, drawing out the word, her eyes moving back and forth between mine. “That was a formative night of our friendshi…” She gasps. “Oh my god, is Fish Breath in there?”

I swallow hard. “Worse. It’s Max.”

“Janey’s son?” Her eyebrows draw together as she mentally digs through our wine-soaked conversation, trying to draw a line between that moment and this one. Between the Max she knows and the one I told her about.

But I only ever talked about him that once, and in hindsight, did I even say his name? Or did I just say he and him and his and probably mine, because there’s no one else in my romantic history who could properly fit those words, so my wasted brain thought names were unnecessary?

“My college boyfriend,” I clarify. “The boyfriend. It’s Max Durham. He’s here. Now. With his girlfriend.”

Every additional fact I tack on makes my stomach twist further, and the gravity of the situation hits me: I’m stuck in Tahoe for Christmas with the only man I’ve ever loved and the woman he’s now dating. The person he might love. I’m going to have to watch him love someone else.

Naomi claps a hand over her mouth, her “No” muffled but suitably horrified.

“I’m going to throw up,” I tell her matter-of-factly, then lift my head to peek back inside. Said girlfriend is still next to Max, her hand resting against his back. She’s nearly as tall as him, maybe five-ten, with long, pin-straight brown hair, wide eyes of a light, indeterminate color, and cheekbones that defy gravity. She’s lovely, and looks like the kind of person who could charm anyone into best friendship in a matter of minutes.

Naomi’s eyes narrow as she reaches out to finger-comb my auburn lob into something I hope looks simultaneously tousled and perfect, then wipes away the mascara that must’ve smudged under my eyes.

“Okay,” she says with a confidence I don’t feel. “We can totally figure this out, all right? It’s going to be fine.”

My gaze snags on the railing of the deck, and then on the barely visible stone path beneath it that winds around the side of the house. I turn back to Naomi, holding out my hand. “Give me your keys.”

“Huh?”

“Give me your keys,” I repeat. “I’m going to jump the railing and flee in your car.”

Her expression turns skeptical. “Right. And what am I going to tell everyone who’s already met you? That you were a figment of their imagination?”

I perk up, hopeful. “Do you think that would w—”

Just then, the sliding glass door rumbles open and a tiny voice bellows, “See, I told you Aunty Mimi was playing hide-and-seek with her friend outside!”

Fuck.

“Please tell me your adorable niece is talking to herself and there’s no one else with her,” I whisper, squeezing my eyes shut.

“I have bad news,” Naomi whispers back.

“El?”

My heart twists at hearing Max’s voice for the first time in four years. It’s still so familiar, still so perfectly pitched, just deep enough that it gets a little gravelly when he’s tired or turned on—

Or shocked, like he very audibly is right now.

I straighten, trying to arrange my body into nonchalance. Hard to do when just seconds ago I was hiding behind a hot tub with my best friend, but I’m attempting to hold on to some dignity here.

There’s no dignity to be had, though, because when I turn around, everyone is lined up along the floor-to-ceiling windows on either side of the door, their faces pressed to the glass.

Max and his girlfriend, however, have stepped outside.

“Eleanor,” he says, his eyes raking over me, like he’s not sure I’m not a figment of his imagination.

See? I want to tell Naomi. It would’ve worked.

“Hey, Max! It’s great to see you,” Naomi chirps, winding an arm around my waist. When I don’t say anything, she digs her fingers into my stomach, a very clear Get your shit together.

“Hi,” I blurt. Brilliant. Groundbreaking.

“Hi,” he breathes out, then clears his throat. “You’re—hi.”

His girlfriend looks back and forth between us, and I watch in real time as recognition blooms across her delicate features. She nearly yanks his hand out of hers and walks over to me and Naomi, the heels of her boots clicking against the deck.

“Are you the Eleanor?” she asks, something I can’t quite name sparkling in her eyes. This close, I can confirm they’re a lovely green, several shades paler than mine.

“Um.” I glance over her shoulder at Max. I have no idea how to navigate this conversation: What does she know about me? What does Max want her to know about me?

Given that he’s still staring, his beautiful mouth slightly parted, I’m on my own.

“I’m an Eleanor,” I hedge.

A smile breaks out across her face, turning her incandescent. Unfair. “The only one who matters, right?”

Max’s eyes widen incredulously, but she misses it. Her attention is laser focused on me.

“Oh, wow,” Naomi murmurs.

“W-well, I don’t—” I stammer.

“I’m Abby,” she says, “and I’m so glad you’re here. We were actually just—”

Max is at her side in two long strides. He grasps her hand again, fingers lacing through hers, his knuckles briefly blanching white. Abby releases a husky laugh while they carry out a silent conversation with widened eyes and raised eyebrows. Having front-row seats to the simple intimacy of it makes me die a little inside.

“You’ll see,” she murmurs when they’ve seemingly finished, her tone lilting.

Max ignores her, turning to me. His attention is like sparks under my skin, but then, it always was. A soft, disbelieving breath curls out of his mouth as he slides his hands into the pockets of his jeans. He’s wearing a thick wool coat and a cream cable-knit sweater, not dissimilar to me. When we were together, we would’ve laughed about how we were turning into one of those couples who morph into each other. Now, all I can do is stare.

He takes a stuttering step, then rocks back on his heels, like he doesn’t want to get too close. “What are you doing here?”

I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear with a shaky hand, forcing myself to glance at my best friend posted beside me like a bodyguard. “Naomi is my best friend. She invited me to spend Christmas with her family.”

“Ah.”

The sound is soft, knowing. A memory and a kindness. It pulls my eyes back to his—they’re ocean blue. Sky blue. The color of the marker he used to scrawl his number across my thigh the night we met at some frat party after flirting for hours. The shade that colored my world in the months after we both got our dream jobs thousands of miles apart—him in Chicago to work on the Cubs’ operations team and me in San Francisco to work on my favorite skin care company’s social media team.

“Well,” he says, rubbing a finger against the corner of his mouth as he continues to look at me, some emotion making that blue unfathomable, “I’m glad you’re here.”

Does he mean that? Our breakup wasn’t acrimonious; if anything, it was the opposite. We tried long distance for months, neither of us willing to let the other give up their dream and move. The longer it went on, though, the harder it got, and the more I wanted to preserve what we had instead of letting it erode into what I’d watched with my parents my whole life. I told him that one night, sobbing, and from there it was inevitable. Agreeing that we loved each other but the timing was wrong was the kindest thing we could’ve done, and the fucking hardest.

Secretly I hoped that the timing would right itself at some point, that we’d find our way back to each other. I’d be lying if I said I haven’t occasionally looked at job listings in Chicago, even though I love San Francisco.

Clearly, Max hasn’t been doing the same, and I can’t be mad about that, can I? Not rationally, anyway, so I paste on a smile I hope looks cheerful. Totally fine. “I am too.”

Abby claps her hands together, looking between the two of us with a grin. “Wow. This is going to be so fun.”

My smile drops as soon as Max turns to direct Abby back into the house with one last glance over his shoulder.

Naomi turns to me with her dark brows sky-high. “Well, that was… something.”

“You know what? Forget fleeing in your car,” I say. “Just run me over with it.”



Almost immediately, I discover that there are two houses involved in this getaway, and that the Russells and Parks are staying in the rental next door for the next three days, while the Durhams will be staying here with the Molinas.

Which means Max and Abby are staying here.

But I’m staying here and I can’t handle that, I want to wail. Instead, I smile when Annette tells the happy couple, along with Naomi and me, that the rooms downstairs belong to us.

“They only have twin beds, though,” she says. “Hope that’s okay.”

“Totally fine,” Abby says cheerfully. “Max snores. The farther away we are from each other, the better.”

My gaze jumps to him. He snores? That’s new.

“And Eleanor kicks,” Naomi adds, slinging an arm over my shoulders.

Now it’s Max’s eyes that skip to me, flashing with awareness. That bedtime habit isn’t new. I swear I see the ghost of a smile before he schools it and looks away.

“Fine with me too,” he says, so neutrally that it makes me wonder if he’s even ten percent as shaken over this situation as I am. It’s so hard to tell. The shock that carved out his features for the first ten minutes after he showed up has settled into something else entirely.

When Naomi pulls me into the kitchen, it’s a relief. The chaos distracts me from counting the number of times I catch Max looking at me (ten) or the number of times he catches me looking at him (thirteen, ugh) or the number of times he touches Abby (two). I get folded into the Durham magic while I’m at it, and it makes me ache and glow in equal measure. Jane pours me a huge glass of wine, exclaims over my intricately designed Christmas nails, and asks a million questions about my life. Then she hands me off to Marcus, who shows me pictures of this year’s tree setup, pointing out the blurry approximation of the spots where the ornaments I gifted them each year hang. I round out the tour with a lump in my throat while I chat with Levi, who tells me all the colleges he’s applied to.

“I’m hoping to get into UC Berkeley,” he says, glancing over at his brother, who’s standing next to a stocking-draped fireplace, engaged in conversation even though his eyes are on us. “Especially if my brother—”

“Levi, c’mere,” Max calls. “Toni wants to hear about how soccer is going.”

Dinner comes and goes with Max on one side of Naomi and me on the other, with dessert and a teasing but nonstop interrogation of everyone’s romantic life. Oscar starts to pull me into the fold, which makes me feel lovingly included and incredibly perceived, but Naomi shuts it down with a quelling look that Max catches.

Our eyes meet in the middle of the space Naomi’s carved out between us. That takes our tally up to eleven. Or is it fourteen? Maybe this counts as the first time, since we looked simultaneously.

That brain-pounding math is a sign I need to take a quick breather, so when the idea of charades is introduced, I decide to make my escape. Naomi peers through her place in the middle of an enthusiastic huddle as soon as my hand touches the sliding glass door handle and mouths, You good? I give her a thumbs-up I hope is convincing, then slip outside.

Earlier, I overheard Jane talking about a smaller lakefront dock at the end of the backyard, so I head that way now, following the winding stone walkway lit with brushed gold path lights. Snow blankets the ground, and the sky stretches out endlessly overhead, velvety and star-sprinkled. I inhale the icy air, taking my first real breath of the night.

I’m so busy deep breathing that I don’t realize someone else is on the dock until I’m at the edge of it. Two someones, to be exact—Max and Abby. They’re faced out toward the inky lake, their elbows resting on the railing.

“All I’m saying is, I don’t understand why you’re waiting until you know the outcome,” Abby says. “You just told me that the guy basically said it was yours, so why don’t you just—”

“Abby.” Even if he weren’t right in front of me, I’d know Max’s voice anywhere. But the tone is foreign to me: low and authoritative, a brick wall. “I love you, so don’t take this the wrong way, but…”

“Shut up?” she deadpans, because of course he wouldn’t say those words directly to her. Because that’s just the kind of guy he is. Because he loves her.

I should turn around, but I can’t. Hearing those words directed at someone else has frozen me more effectively than the nighttime air curling under my coat. After four years apart, I have zero claim to him, but it feels like losing him all over again all the same.

Max looks over at Abby. In the moonlight, I can just make out the strong line of his jaw, the curve of his cheek, the dark slash of an eyebrow. “Yes, that,” he says. “I’m supposed to hear back for sure next week. I’ll do it after that.”

With a sharp sigh, she turns toward him and reaches up, cupping his cheek with irritation and affection carved into her expression. She gazes at him with such easy belonging, and I don’t want to watch, I can’t, but I also can’t look away.

“You know,” she says, “for such a brilliant guy, you sure are a dumbass.”

His choked laugh quickly dissolves into a sigh that makes his body droop. “You don’t get it.”

“Please. You’ve been talking about it nonstop. I know you’re scared of what she’ll say, but—”

I don’t know if I make a sound or if I move or if Abby just has the senses of a cat; whatever it is, it sends her focus bouncing from Max to me. She jerks with surprise, her hand falling from his cheek as a smile overtakes her face.

“Hey!” she exclaims.

Max looks over his shoulder absently, then double takes when he sees me frozen ten feet away. He straightens in increments, eyes on me; it reminds me of those time-lapse videos of flowers blooming.

“Sorry, I was”—shamelessly eavesdropping, to my mental and emotional detriment—“just getting some air. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“You’re not interrupting,” Abby says, already striding toward me, her hands jammed into the pockets of her long, puffy coat. “In fact, your timing is perfect. I was just telling Max a minute ago that you two should catch up. Chat about life and things.”

“Oh, I’m not sure—”

“I am,” she says as she passes me with a wink. Her hand lands on my shoulder, squeezing, and then she’s off, headed back toward the lit-up house.

I stare at it, trying to brace myself for being alone with Max. Trying to prepare myself for the possibility he won’t be interested in catching up, that in a matter of seconds he’ll be right behind Abby instead. I take in the cheerful movement across the windows on the first floor, the raucous noise that even the distance can’t muffle, the Christmas lights that blink merrily on the tree inside. A jazz rendition of some holiday song I can’t place curls into the air from a neighboring backyard, but otherwise the night is quiet.

Behind me, the deck creaks once. A second time. A steady third and fourth. I recognize the cadence of Max’s footfalls; we had hardwood in our apartment that would groan if you looked at it wrong.

And then he’s next to me. My heart dips as I turn to him. The warmth of his skin intensifies the scent of his cologne—spicy, delicious—and it drifts between us as he dips his chin to gaze down at me, his breath escaping his mouth in one long, white cloud.

“Hi again,” I say, my pulse beating hard in my neck.

His mouth quirks. “Hi.”

Several beats pass between us before I huff out a laugh. His comes a second later, much easier than mine.

“We’re a little rusty with the conversation skills,” he says ruefully, then nods toward the other end of the deck, his eyebrow lifting in a questioning, Want to relocate?

“In our defense,” I say as we make our way over, “it’s been four years since we’ve needed to use them with each other.”

“Besides our texts three times a year,” he replies, leaning against the railing, his body angled toward mine, pink-cheeked and smiling.

“Besides that,” I say, unable to hide my surprise that he keeps track of the exact number too.

He studies me, like he can see it, and the smile pulling at his mouth drifts away. Moonlight pours over him, edging him in silver. It turns his eyes electric. I should be cold—it’s freezing, it’s nighttime, there’s a breeze coming off the lake—but the way he’s looking at me makes that impossible.

Softly, he asks, “How have you been, El?”

I miss you I miss you I miss you.

“Good.” I miss you. “Um, I just moved into a new apartment a few months ago—roommate free, no less.”

He whistles through his teeth. “Making those big bucks now, huh?”

“Raking it in,” I joke. “I did get a promotion, though, so that helped.”

“Of course you did,” he murmurs with a grin, his eyes roaming along my face. “They knew they had a good thing when they wooed you out of Chicago.”

I don’t miss the sadness that slips into his voice; it pushes its way into my chest too. I’ve tortured myself more than once thinking about an alternate path where I never found that job, where Max never found his.

But it always makes me sadder to think about the years we could’ve gotten had I stayed or he left. Now it’s even worse, thinking about how it could be us here together celebrating Christmas. How I could so easily erase the space between us, slide my hands inside his coat, up under his sweater, step my fingers up the ladder of his ribs, press my palms against his hot skin, where the evergreen air can’t bite at him. How I could kiss up his neck, his jaw, his mouth, how I could wind my tongue with his and taste him and it would be okay because there would be no Abby, no heartbreak, no distance. It’s so real. I feel it inside my body, even though my hands are curled in my coat pockets, and that’s a different kind of hurt. To be close enough to touch. To know I can’t.

I realize belatedly that I’ve been staring at him. That he’s been staring back, his throat working in a hard swallow. I look back out at the dark, quiet lake, my heart beating fast.

“You and Naomi seem close,” he says, breaking the silence.

I nod enthusiastically, hungry for a subject change. “We really are, which is funny considering we only met in May. We just clicked right away, I guess.”

“I’m not surprised,” he says. “You’re good at that.”

“Clicking?”

He nods with a lopsided smile, and I can tell he’s thinking of that party where we started talking and never stopped. It was so immediate, so easy.

Dammit. I have to stop thinking about us like that.

“How are things with you? Work is good?”

I nearly ask about Abby—how long they’ve been together, if that’s good—but I don’t want to know.

He nods. Opens his mouth and then closes it, his eyes scanning the shoreline like he’s considering what to say.

“I actually had an interview out here a few days ago,” he replies finally. When his attention returns to me, it’s a weighted thing. “With the Giants.”

My heart stops. The Giants are San Francisco’s team. My San Francisco.

“Oh,” I think I say.

“Oh,” Max echoes, confirming I did.

There are a million things I want to say: Did they find you, or did you apply on your own? Did you love them? Did they love you? Of course they did; you’re so talented and unbelievably smart. Why would you choose a team in my city when you have Abby? Will you bring Abby? Will I have to share a city with you? Please don’t make me share a city with you when you love someone else.

But instead I ask, “How’d it go?”

His breath leaves him slowly, softly. His eyes don’t leave mine, turning intense. “It went really well.”

“Oh,” I say again. For a second, it’s all I can get out. I’m pretty sure he’s just answered several of my questions, and I’m afraid of what that means for my heart.

The conversation he just had with Abby makes sudden sense: He wanted to wait until he heard back about the job before telling me about it, but she was pushing for him to say it now.

“Well.” I swallow around the lump in my throat, around the sadness and, frankly, the anger, though I know I have no right. It’s just—of all fucking teams. “That’s amazing, Max. They’d be lucky to have you.”

He doesn’t respond right away. He just looks at me in the near darkness, his expression searching. After a moment, he straightens, something fortifying in his eyes.

“El—” he starts, but then Oscar’s voice bellows from the house.

“Come in for charades, kids!”

I’m halfway up the path before Max has even moved. For the rest of the night, I stay the hell away from him and try not to think about what he was going to say next.



I wake up on Christmas Eve with a black cloud hanging over my head.

Naomi keeps me close during our ski day at Palisades, having been privy to my meltdown the night before, when I told her about my conversation with Max by the lake. Specifically—and repeatedly—about how I overheard him telling Abby he loved her.

“It’s just weird,” she mused once my fifth retelling had stalled because I was falling asleep midsentence. “My mom said Max told her it wasn’t serious.”

That’s the thing: From the outside, it doesn’t look serious. I can count on one hand the number of times they’ve touched, and it’s not like the contact is ever deeply affectionate. They’re certainly not hanging all over each other. But I know what I love you means, especially from Max Durham, and in this case, the old adage actions speak louder than words doesn’t apply.

That thought trails me up and down the mountain all day, but my spirits improve once we get back to the house. It’s hard to stay despondent with holiday music piping through the sound system and all the little kids begging their grandparents to open presents and conversation flowing while snow falls gently outside. It is, in so many ways, the Christmas I always crave.

And when I catch Max looking at me an additional eleven times, when I notice the close, intense conversation he and Abby have in the kitchen while the rest of us watch White Christmas on the couch, when I feel an ache in my chest I can’t seem to shake, I studiously ignore it all.

But I’m still awake sometime after midnight, listening to Naomi’s soft snores, my body waiting for the text message that usually comes around this time.

Eventually, I give up the fight and creep up to the living room. The tree is still lit, presents stuffed underneath, waiting with anticipation for the crack of dawn, when all the kids will no doubt be up and ready to tear into them.

For now, though, this space is mine. I curl up on the couch, drape a fuzzy blanket over my lap, and then pull up a song on my phone and press play.

The first strains of “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas” hit me right in the throat. All the memories I have synced to it play in my mind—the early morning Christmases with Max, every night I spent alone after them, the drive up here yesterday with Naomi—and I let them, leaning my cheek on my hand as I gaze up at the tree. I’m listening to the Judy version because that’s partly how I feel: wistful that someday the fates will conspire to pull me toward the people I love most. Max, if I’m being honest. My parents, if I’m being even more honest and ten times as delusional, because that relationship will likely never change.

But I feel the Sinatra version, too, like that moment has already arrived in some ways. Like I’ve made those moments, because they matter so much to me. Like all I have to do is hold on.

Maybe that’s how it’s always going to feel for me: a little bit torn in two. If that’s the case, I can handle it. I can love it, even.

But the ache in my chest is still there, and as the minutes pass and the text I normally get doesn’t come, it starts to radiate. Logically, there’s no reason Max would text me. Not when we’re in the same house, and especially not when he has Abby.

I can’t help wishing for it anyway.

A second later, like a little Christmas angel’s bell, my phone dings. I look down, my heart in my throat, to find a text staring expectantly up at me.



Merry Christmas, El. You have good plans today?




Something dissolves inside me. Some sadness, a little bit of anger, both at him for moving on and myself for not ever telling him I couldn’t. And in its place grows a tiny bit of hope, though I don’t know for what.

I pick up my phone, mulling over how to reply while my heart throws itself against my ribs. I could give the standard answer, but his message doesn’t feel standard, even though it’s the same as last year and the three years before that. It feels like a hand reaching out, and I can’t help reaching mine back, so I send a picture of the Christmas tree with a text that reads,



Currently.





And then I stare at my phone screen, waiting for his response. I stare at it so hard and with such intensity that I don’t notice he’s in the room until he’s a foot away.

“Holy shit, you scared me,” I gasp, pressing my hand over my heart.

The tree lights illuminate his tiny smile. “Consider it payback for the shock you gave me yesterday.”

“Yeah, well, please note that you did the same to me,” I reply, watching as he lowers himself onto the couch. He’s wearing the threadbare sweats he should’ve thrown away years ago, an old Golden State Warriors shirt with a significant rip at the left shoulder seam, and his glasses. His hair is mussed like he’s been running his fingers through it. He looks almost frozen in time, like the college boy I fell in love with and let take me home. It’s hard to believe we’ve spent any time apart.

I glance at the bare space between our knees. When I look back up, Max’s attention is trained there too.

“I was hoping you’d be up,” he says quietly, curling his fingers into his palm. His gaze flickers up to my face, roaming for a beat before our eyes latch. “Didn’t expect you to give me the exact coordinates, though.”

“Why were you hoping I’d be up?”

It takes him a few seconds to reply. I always loved that about him, that he considered his answers at length, that he seemed to arrange the words in his head before letting them go, but right now I wish he’d spit it out.

“Because we didn’t get to finish our conversation last night,” he says finally. “And today, you were… pretty unavailable for a one-on-one talk.”

He doesn’t say because you were avoiding me, but it’s heavily implied by the look he gives me.

I shift, caught off guard. “What else is there to say? I got the important parts: You had an interview, it went great, and you might be moving to San Francisco.”

With Abby. I can’t bring myself to say it out loud. I don’t want it confirmed, not on Christmas.

His expression softens, even as resolve sharpens in his eyes. “Actually, I didn’t get to the important part at all.”

I’m shaking my head before he even finishes the sentence. “Let’s just leave it for now, Max. It’s Christmas, and I overheard you saying you won’t hear back until next week anyway, so—”

I stutter to a stop, realizing a second too late that I’m not supposed to know that.

“How do you know that?” he echoes.

“I”—shit—“I heard you and Abby talking last night, before you saw me. She was encouraging you to tell me and you were saying you didn’t want to before you knew for sure.” I swallow hard, trying to stave off the emotion welling in every corner of my body, but it leaks out of my voice when I say, “I heard you tell her you love her.”

It must show on my face, too—how hard that was to hear, how much I wish I hadn’t heard it, how immensely I wish he hadn’t said it—because understanding lights his eyes. Because he lets loose that quiet “Ah.”

I focus on rearranging the blanket on my lap so I don’t have to see whatever emotion comes next: pity or sympathy or some version of Well, what did you expect? I moved on. You should too.

But that’s not what he says. This is: “I hope you know that if I’d known you were going to be here, I wouldn’t have invited Abby.”

My eyes fly up to meet his. “Max—”

He holds up a hand, scooting over until our knees are pressed together and I can feel the heat of his skin through his sweats, through my blanket. He leans closer, his eyes moving back and forth between mine. He looks so earnest, a little flushed. “And I sure as hell wouldn’t have asked her to pretend to be dating me.”

All I can get out is a choked “What?”

“I just…” He lets out a breath, his voice quieting. “Christmas has been hard for me the past few years.”

A knot forms in my throat. “Yeah.”

“Given the Christmas setup this year—all the families together for the first time in years—I knew there’d be questions about whether I was dating, and if I was, who? If I wasn’t, why?” he says, his attention drifting to the tree. “I just didn’t have the energy to deal with it, and Abby’s family is in San Francisco, so she was already planning to travel here from Chicago. It was easy enough to get her on board.” His eyes find mine again. “She was a great friend for agreeing to help me out, but that’s all we are.”

“Friends,” I whisper, dazed. “You’re friends. You love her like a friend.”

Max nods, moving closer. “She also has a really fucking awesome girlfriend. So.”

I press my hands against my hot cheeks. “So last night you weren’t trying to gently break the news that you were probably going to move to San Francisco with your fucking awesome girlfriend?”

He laughs, a short, shocked guffaw. “No. That is not at all what I was trying to say.”

“Please tell me what you were trying to say, then.”

“Eleanor, I…” He stops, shaking his head. A muscle in his jaw jumps before he tries again. “I saw the posting for that job six weeks ago and wondered if it was a sign. And then I didn’t give a shit whether it was or not, I just wanted it. I applied for it thinking I had maybe a ten percent chance of making it through the first round, never mind getting to the final one.” He turns back to me, his eyes lit up from the reflection of twinkling lights. The color of them brings new, beautiful meaning to the idea of a blue Christmas. “There was a not-insignificant part of me that was scared of what you’d think of me even trying. I know it’s been four years, and maybe you want nothing to do with me. Maybe me being anywhere near you is a nightmare, and fuck, I probably should’ve asked you all that before I applied, but I—”

“No.”

Max stops, inhaling sharply. I swear I see something like hope flickering across his face. “No?”

“It wouldn’t be a nightmare. It would be…” My breath catches on a knot of emotion in my throat. “It would actually be the opposite.” A dream. “And since you confessed first, I’ll confess now that after you told me about the interview last night, I had a meltdown thinking about you moving. Thinking about you being in San Francisco with someone you loved.”

“Well”—he stops, then laughs softly as he shrugs, his expression a little helpless—“I would be.”

The confession dumps adrenaline into my veins. Something warmer into my heart. I whisper, equally helpless, “Max.”

A shy smile spreads across his mouth. “Since you confessed back, I’ll give you another one: I did get the job.”

My jaw drops. “But you told Abby—”

“That I didn’t know for sure yet, yeah,” he says. “She pulled me outside to badger me about telling you everything right then, but like I said, I was scared of how you’d respond, and also completely fucking turned around about seeing you.” His gaze drifts over my face, resting on my mouth. “I still am.”

“Terrified?”

“Turned around,” he replies, catching his bottom lip with his teeth as he smiles. His eyes bounce back up to meet mine. “Was from the first second I saw you in that shitty frat basement.”

Outside, snow continues to fall, but for a second it feels like that late fall night we first laid eyes on each other. “And here we are all over again.”

“Exactly where I hoped we’d be,” he says.

My throat tightens. “Me too.”

He nods, then murmurs, “Will you come closer, El?”

I do, heart pounding and also perfectly settled, because he’s pulling me into his arms and it feels like all my favorite Christmases, like coming home. I close my eyes when our bodies crush together, laugh when he pulls me sideways onto his lap, when he presses his nose into the curve of my neck. But it dissolves into a sigh when he lays a collar of soft, tender kisses across my throat, when he presses his mouth to the underside of my jaw, my cheek, and then my lips. We sigh together and I think, Finally, at the same time he says it out loud. The first kiss is light, a snowflake on my
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