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Chapter One

 


“So it’s not really a tiny house. You said it was
a tiny house.”

Emily Rauch
shook shaggy silver bangs out of her eyes and hoped she
hadn’t disappointed her daughter.
“Well, I think
it’s tiny,” she said. “Just because I can get into bed at night
without bonking my head on the ceiling of some stupid loft…” She
poured herself a little more Lapsang Souchong and inhaled the tea’s
smoky scent. Out a not-especially-tiny bay window behind Amy, empty
January trees cast long shadows on the snow.

“You have
actual bedrooms—two of them!” Amy dangled a wooden honey server
high over her mug, drizzling golden syrup in a slow circle. Emily
smiled. Her daughter had played with honey that way since she was
what—six? Back when she was Amy-Amy-Bo-Bamey.

“Two actual bedrooms. So next time you drop
unannounced out of the sky, maybe you’ll actually stay over.” Amy hadn’t come
East for Christmas because her design job had suddenly gone from
mildly frantic to full-on 24/7 craziness … and there had also been
a certain sleepy-eyed carpenter named Jake.

Nice
kid. Skinny,
though. Emily thought of Jake’s washed-out
flannel shirts and black watch cap pulled low over his forehead,
almost hiding his curly red hair. He’d seemed sweet enough, too:
intense, but sunny. He and Amy were both twenty-seven. And how
had that ever
happened?

“He’s such an ally!” Amy had bragged.
An ally? Men
weren’t allies when Emily was growing up. They were just … well, guys.
An ally sounded
like someone in a World War II movie. According to Amy, Jake was a
true feminist, and super-cool with gay, bi, and trans
people. He’d damn well better be a
feminist who’s super-cool with gay, bi, and trans
people, Amy-bo-bamey.

Alas, Amy and
Jake had just spent a lovely Christmas with his folks in the hills outside Salt Lake—and parted ways
the day after New Year’s. Amicably, of course.

Emily
hadn’t pressed her daughter for details.
Amy had offered only a few: Jake’s tempting job offer with a
contractor in Portland, Oregon topped the list. They’d been a
couple for barely a year. That’s not
exactly a marriage. But they’d seemed so
solid when Emily had visited, listening to each other carefully,
nodding and squinting a little with the effort sometimes! Amy
laughed at Jake’s jokes. And Jake was quick to apologize the one
time Emily heard him interrupt her daughter.

Now, Amy tucked
her legs underneath herself on Emily’s
tiny, bright blue love seat. She sipped her tea and was
quiet.

Was her smile a
little sad? It had always been hard to tell with her. Ever since
she was little, Amy had been relentlessly cheerful. Even during all
that stuff with her dad…

“Sorry
this has been a fly-through. I’ve loved being here, Mom,” she said,
finally. “Really.”

“Likewise!” Emily reached across the small, drop-leaf table
that had served as a side board in her old house. She brushed her
daughter’s cheek with her fingertips. “Sounds like you’re kicking
ass and taking names at work.”

Amy blinked and
glanced at the ceiling. “Yeah, that sous
vide project came out of nowhere,” she said. “We’re finally making
some money.”

“It’s so
elegant. Looks more like an iPhone than something you’d use in your
kitchen, though. Seems a shame to get it dirty.”

“That was on
purpose. Sous vide means the food cooks
underwater, in plastic bags. It actually means “under vacuum.” It
doesn’t get dirty.”

Emily shook her
head. What is it with the kids and
food? They’re either scouring the internet
for recipes to smoke their own bacon from organic pork—or living on
takeout and using their ovens to store hiking
boots.

Amy kept
explaining. Her company’s sleek, white
sous vide circulator (which was what you properly called it) could be controlled
by any smart device, really—so you could tell Siri or Alexa to turn
the thing on and off wherever you were on the planet
and…

“But will Alexa and Siri wash up the dishes
afterward?” Emily raised an eyebrow at the odd-looking black tube
Amy had installed on her kitchen counter. It was not a sous vide
… circulator. Its
name was Alexa, and it had just said “Hello!” to them both, in a
cheery, robotic voice.

“Sadly, no. But Alexa will play your
classical music—like, individual pieces and radio, too! You know
how to get WQXR on her, right? I couldn’t believe
you of all people didn’t
own an Echo! Especially now that you’re living in a tiny house. Or
a tiny-ish house.”

A blue ring on top of the Echo lit
up and seemed to be dancing in a circle. Then the gadget emitted a
boop and the light switched off.

“See? She
heard her name.”

Emily
frowned. “Is she eavesdropping on us
now?”

“She’s not a person, Mom! You have to use the
right words with her,” said Amelia. “You say her name, and then say
‘Play whatever.’”

“She is not a
person. I’ll try to remember that.”

Amy gave a tiny sigh.

“Oh,
honey, I don’t mean to be rude! And I certainly didn’t expect
another present! Especially after this gorgeous thing you sent me
for Christmas.” Emily held up her wrist. “Such pretty turquoise!
And so slender I don’t have to take it off when I
practice.”

“Yeah,
Zuni designs can be really clean and interesting. I just thought
you needed a little something beside that. It must have been nuts
sorting through everything and packing … plus your church gig, and
Christmas coming, and… I should have come back East and helped. I
should have squeezed out the time. You’re my mom, you know. Maybe
you’d have given me some—you know … advice.”

A child
actually wanting advice! “You should have done exactly what you did, darling
daughter. I’m so, so sorry about Jake.”

Amy pursed her
lips. “Yeah,” she said, and was quiet for
a minute. “Hey. These days, I can afford a plane ticket more often.
I can even … help you out. You know, with the finances and
stuff.”

And here was the
truly amazing thing, stranger than the sudden break-up and the
equally sudden fly-by visit. Joychimp, Amelia’s design startup, the business Emily had been sure wouldn’t
even last six weeks? Its stock had gone public. Her daughter was
now a well-to-do young woman. Ah,
Amy-bo-bamey, only child of mine…“I’m
pretty well set for an old dame. Besides, it’s much cheaper not
heating and paying taxes on that enormous old barn of a place you
grew up in…”

Amelia
nodded. “So you really are okay with money
and stuff?”

“Really.” Emily
hoped she didn’t sound stern saying that. “My fridge is full. You
wouldn’t believe how many clothes I donated when I moved here. My
problem was having too much, not too little!”

“Well,
then.” Amy was getting up now and tucking her long, straight,
chestnut-colored hair into a slouchy red beanie. She pulled an
iPhone out of her purse and poked at it.

She seems so
confident—just like her dad. “Ready to
make tracks already?”

“I
promised I’d stay with Beth and Toshi in Brooklyn tonight. We’re
going for a late dinner. Did I tell you they’re getting married in
April?” Amy wrapped herself in a long coat that looked like a
Navajo blanket with a furry collar and cuffs, and pulled on a pair
of leather gloves.

Wow. Beth and
Toshi, thought Emily, and remembered two
girls in Emily’s Brownie troop. By the time they were in high
school, it had been fine for them to wear matching tuxedoes and go
to Prom together. She shrugged her old alpaca winter coat over her
shoulders and jingled the keys in its pocket.

“Guess I’ll fire
up Fritz and drive you to the station.” Fritz was Emily’s beloved,
well-aged Audi.

“I love
you, Mom.” Amy threw her arms around her mother and hugged her so
hard their ribs bumped together.

Now it was
Emily’s turn to blink hard and look at the
ceiling. Episcopalians, she thought. We are truly God’s
frozen people. “Love you more, Amy,
Amy-Bo-Bamey.”

“Alexa,”
said Amy, “Play ‘The Name Game’ by…”

“…by
Shirley Ellis,” said Emily and the blue ring lit up
again.

“‘The
Name Game’ by Shirley Ellis,” said Alexa’s cherry robot voice. On
came the song. Emily hooted, and danced Amy to the door, singing
along.

 



Chapter Two

 


The drive back
from the station was lonely—and dark.
January nights always seemed extra bleak after the neighbors had
taken down their glowing inflato-Santas and those odd theatrical
lights that projected jiggling red and green measles onto their
walls. Salt-pocked ice crumbled under Emily’s Uggs as she
penguin-walked through the cold gloom to her miniature front
porch.

Inside, she hung her coat back on
its hook in a room so quiet she could hear herself breathe. Static
electricity crackled her wavy silver hair. Emily was newly retired
from her day job teaching music in the local elementary school. At
long last, her life centered around her first passions: playing the
pipe organ and conducting choirs.

When Emily was
still teaching, she’d found silence
restorative. Third, fourth, and fifth graders were wonderful—but
loud! The absence of sound in her house tonight felt heavy, though.
Emily’s CDs and vinyl were still in boxes taped shut from the move,
along with her stereo. There was exactly enough room to set up her
turntable and speakers on the built-in storage unit under her bay
window—but she was in no mood for dragging things around and
plugging them in.

She considered
the black tube on her counter. “Alright,
then,” she said, feeling ridiculous, “Alexa, play
A German Requiem by
Brahms.”

“Playing A German
Requiem by Brahms,” said
Alexa.

Hah. It works.

The piece was a
favorite of Emily’s. She’d taught it to a
community choir in the weeks just after 9/11. Those two
performances were the only times outside of college she’d waved a
baton at a full, grown-up orchestra: kind of a big
deal.

Now, she savored
the Requiem’s familiar caress of violins
and its silvery wash of voices. The words meant “Blessed are they
that mourn, for they shall be comforted.” Emily closed her eyes to
breathe in the music for the first time in years. Church musicians
couldn’t afford that luxury often. There was always a bride to get
down the aisle, a funeral procession to play out the
door.

She curled up on
the love seat. In the echoing acoustic of her tiny, sparsely
furnished house, the Brahms coming out of the odd-looking tube on
her counter sounded strangely rich. The chorus had moved on to the
part that meant “They that sow in tears
shall reap in joy.”

So beautiful and
sad! Emily’s cheeks shone with tears
before she even knew she was weeping. “Um, Alexa? Thank you very
much.” This is completely absurd. Crying
and talking to a singing roll of paper towels.

The
Echo’s blue light did its circle-dance
again, and the music muted itself for a second. “No problem,” Alexa
chirped, and then Brahms’ Requiem
came back on again.

No problem?
WTF? But Emily was too far gone to giggle
at the absurdity of it.

She put her face
in her hands and sobbed, instead. I’ve had
over twenty years. I’ve got to be done with this stupid, stupid
mourning.

That was when
she felt the familiar hand on her arm, a touch so cool and light it
almost wasn’t there. She
sniffle-snorted. Oh, crap. I should have
known I couldn’t leave him at the old place. But did I really want
to? “Oh, God,” she said out loud. And she
opened her eyes to confirm what she already knew.

It was Al.

Al, as always.

He
wasn’t quite as thin as he’d been during
his final illness. His mustache was expertly trimmed, his head
neatly shaved. As always, he wore what had been his favorite
Saturday outfit: brand-new, perfectly fitting Levi 401 jeans (a
full waist size smaller than Emily’s) with a khaki-colored cotton
sweater. And as always, he looked barely a day over forty. He was
tall and graceful as a dancer—and only slightly translucent, lit
from within with a platinum light.

“Now,
now,” Al crooned.

“Dammit,
Al!” Emily tried to stop crying and couldn’t. She got up, grabbed a
kitchen towel from her sink, clutched it, and wept.

“Em. Em.
This was never what I wanted.”

“It is what it is.” Ugh. Emily immediately hated
herself. It is what it is: the grownup
version of “whatever.”

“I never
know what to say when you cry. Oh, God, Emily, I’m sorry … still. I
really am.”

Nobody said anything for a few
minutes. Emily sniffled, wiped her eyes on the towel, and took a
deep breath. She sat back down on the love seat. They listened to
the music wordlessly for a few minutes.

“Well,
then. This new place really is quite … compact,” Al said,
finally.

“It’s supposed to be
compact!”

“I know. I was present during much of the
planning. I just had to—you know—listen in.”

Ugh.
“Of course. Why should I expect
otherwise?” Because everyone eavesdrops on
me—including the latest in electronics … and ah, yes, the ghost of
my ex.

Al took a few
steps around the cozy first floor, nodding at the muted lighting,
the specially designed bay window storage, and the well-laid-out,
stainless steel and soapstone kitchen. He tented his
fingertips. “C’mon, Em. I
like keeping up with the
dirt!”

“The dirt? Me moving to a tiny house
is dirt?”

“Ah, yes. A tiny house! But not quite tiny
enough for our talented and lovely daughter Amy. I must say I do
not understand this sudden compulsion for the … wee. The miniature. Our old place
was paid for, Em, free and clear … and big enough! Room for your
practice organ.”

“That
stupid electronic sounded awful anyway—damn toaster! I can practice
on real pipes at church. Especially now that I have more time. It
was way too much house, Al. It’s been way too much house ever since
Amy left for school. We talk about that every single time
you…”

“Visit?”

“Materialize. Drop
in from the Great Beyond. Silly me. I thought maybe ghosts stayed
in their original haunts. I thought maybe if…”

“Maybe if you moved I wouldn’t come with? So
why were you crying so hard, then?” Al peeked up the stairs and
then turned around to examine the kitchen again. “At least you had
Gordon design the place. Wow. He got two tiny bedrooms and a bath
up there?”

Gordon had been
Al’s partner in the architecture firm, his
lover, and a survivor of the epidemic people didn’t talk about so
much anymore. He’d almost died right after Al’s final bout of
pneumonia. But then he got on the right cocktail of drugs—and
lived. These days, Gordon was a very large, pink-cheeked man with a
taste for British tweed jackets. His younger
partner-in-every-sense-of-the-word was a thirty-something gent with
a long, droopy blond mustache: Edgar.

The Brahms very
loudly moved on to the chorus about all flesh being as the grass.
Al put his hands over his ears. “Does it
have to be so ear-splitting, Em?”

“I don’t
know how to turn it down.”

“Alexa? Alexa! Quieter,” Al
commanded.

The ring of blue lit up on top of the
cylinder. The music turned itself down.

“Cripes,
Al, she heard you!”

“Yeah.
Kinda creepy, when you think about it—and I should know creepy, I
guess. Alexa, do you believe in ghosts?”

“I don’t
have an opinion on the supernatural,” said Alexa.

“Hah.” Emily walked back into the kitchen,
opened her brand-new stainless-steel fridge, and took out a bottle
of wine. “You knew how to work Alex … um, her.”

The blue light
lit up and went off again. Bee-boop.

Al grinned and
turned his palms to the ceiling. “Oh. Nice
use of space,” he said as Emily pulled a glass from a miniature
wooden drying rack over her sink. She poured herself a glass of
chardonnay.

“But Amy liked our old house
so much,” he said. “It
was her home!”

“She was
really excited when I told her I was going for a tiny
place.”

“Kids
want things to stay the same. They want to come back and have it be
exactly like it always was.”

“Nonsense! Amy’s twenty-seven. She’s very
gainfully … launched I think is the word. She’s no kid. And since when were you so
goddamn worried about the … continuity in Amy’s life,
anyway?” Oof. As
soon as she said it, Emily knew she’d been nasty.

“My dear,” said Al. He put his hand on her
arm again and looked stricken. Emily attempted to stare him
down—and failed. Even after … well, everything, Al’s myopic brown
eyes were sweet. He never showed up with his glasses on.
Does he actually have contact lenses—as a ghost?
A ghost shouldn’t get to have goddamn contact
lenses.

But wasn’t that just like Al? Al
got whatever he wanted, generally: a stellar career as an architect
specializing in historic properties, a perfectly restored 1830’s
house in upstate New York, an ex-wife who understood everything—one
who smiled bravely during a friendly, civilized divorce. And as a
bonus, a tough and super-smart daughter who stayed with him on
alternate weekends…

…and a
death from AIDS in his mid-forties, a few months away from the
powerful and amazing drugs that would have saved him? Al certainly
hadn’t wanted that last thing.

Emily sipped her
wine and shook her head. “I’m sorry,” she
said. “I shouldn’t have said what I just said. That was
thoughtless.”

“Ah, it’s okay, Em. It’s always okay.
Really.”

“Yeah. It’s just—oh, I don’t know.” But
Emily did know.
The newly-out-of-the-closet gay husband—especially if he was
working in the arts or in design—was so common in the early 90’s it
was almost a cliché. All those bravely liberated men: so
well-tailored! So glamorous! So … heroic. How could you not root for
such bold pioneers? But as the left-behind wife of such a creature,
it was hard not to feel like an aged hen with dull
feathers.

Once there had
been a real courtship—with juicy,
passionate lovemaking. There were trips to Tanglewood, seats at the
Metropolitan Opera, fancy dinners in Northern Italian restaurants
in downtown Manhattan. There was Al leading the standing ovation at
a noontime organ recital Emily had nervously played at St. Anne and
the Holy Trinity in Brooklyn Heights. Together, Emily and Al had
bought and restored the house she’d just sold. They’d decided not
to have kids, but Al was joyous when Emily burst out of the
bathroom one humid summer day, waving a drugstore pregnancy
test.

Sure, there had
been hints—Al spending too many nights
down in the New York City offices, Al bringing work home more and
more often—and a gentle, polite … cooling off. A vacation on Cape
Cod with way more cocktails than usual. At last the truth: Al’s
second act. And a brutally short time after that, the brunt of the
AIDS epidemic.

Emily endured
the tactless comments at Amy’s daycare
when it got out that Al was sick—and worse, the snubs of fearful
parents who didn’t want Amy near their kids. She hung onto her job
teaching recorder and band instruments in the local grade school
despite the whispers. And she’d kept the ice in her veins playing
pipe organ on Sundays at local churches. There were a lot of
funerals in those days—and a lot of organist jobs open for the very
worst of reasons. The classical music community took a huge
hit.

But Al was
smiling now. “Show me the upstairs,
Em!”

He followed her
up the spiral steps, humming over the nicely repurposed antique
floorboards on the walls, the way Gordon had positioned the arched
window in Emily’s bedroom, the Murphy bed
in the tiny second room that folded up to make the space work as an
office, too.

The Brahms was over now, and the house was
quiet again except for their conversation and occasional
laughter.

“You’ll
be happy here, Em,” Al finally said, and pecked Emily on the cheek.
His lips were cold and dry, but otherwise, his kiss felt exactly
like it had since what Emily had taken to calling The Big Reveal:
hurried, a little remote. “There’s nothing tiny about you and me.
We’ll always be the best of friends.” Then, as suddenly as he’d
arrived, Al vanished.

 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


All professions have their own
wake-in-a-cold-sweat dreams. Emily was trapped in the middle of the
organist’s one. She was late for a wedding at some huge, nameless
church. Yanking open heavy wooden doors, she ran inside, past
hundreds of almost-empty pews, breathlessly scrambling up a series
of rickety ladders to the choir loft. The organ she was supposed to
play had six keyboards, a million stops and pistons, no obvious
on/off switch … and a large, dead bat on its bench.

In the rearview
mirror that was always mounted on the music racks of organs in big
churches, Emily caught sight of a bride already processing down the
aisle—in silence. Shit! Shit! Shit! I don’t even have sheet music!
Then there was an odd rustling noise, and the
bat’s wings began to tremble. It lifted its head toward her and
made a chittering noise…

Emily jolted
awake with in her bedroom’s
not-quite-familiar darkness. The bathroom’s green nightlight glowed
dully. Her fists were clenched, and there was a painful knot in her
lower back. When she tried to roll over into a better position, her
right foot spasmed into a toe-curling cramp.

“Fuckity fuck!” Whispering to no one, Emily
eased her toes out of agony-mode and flipped her pillow to its cool
side. Her grandmother had always said bad dreams wouldn’t come back
if you did that. At sixty-three herself, Emily still believed
it—sort of, anyway. But cool pillows don’t help bad backs. She
closed her eyes again and adjusted her position.
Ugh—that bat. At least it wasn’t one of those
goddamn sex dreams about Brad Yates!

 


Sex dreams
embarrassed Emily. Of course she’d raised Amy with a copy of
Our Bodies, Ourselves,
and as much down and dirty talk as either of them could manage
without dissolving into helpless laugher. Of course! But sex dreams
could be like being mugged by your own body. Emily was especially
horrified by her recent ones, starring her old boyfriend from
Dorchester Choir College.

Emily had
bumped into Brad in person a few weeks ago at the
pub by the train station. He was newly retired, too, from The Garth
School, an hour upstate. He’d played organ in the chapel there and
led both the lower and upper grades music program for
years.

Brad’s greatest joy had once been
sailing on the Hudson River. Now he was skin-cancer scarred,
grizzled—and thinking of getting an apartment a little closer to
Manhattan. He’d lost his boat in his second divorce, but in Emily’s
current spate of dreams, he was twenty again, a wild Harpo-mop of
blond curls still haloing his head. His muscles were tight from
boat racing. And he wore Topsiders and patched blue
jeans.

In the last
dream she’d had about him, Emily and Brad were deep in the woods
behind his family’s house on the river. It
was a steamy, mosquito-ridden summer night. And Brad had slipped a
finger under her long, gauzy skirt to tug off her panties. She’d
realized then it was a lucid
sex dream—the kind she could almost control. That
made it even hotter. She was actually wet—that sure didn’t happen
much these days—and so turned on it almost hurt. She decided to
stay asleep and let Brad bang the living daylights out of
her.

That was the
moment she lost control and woke up alone. Revved up and restless,
she’d finally needed to use her vibrator,
which did its usual ruthless, lonely job.

Fuckity fuck fuck. Why does my
goddamn subconscious keep serving me Brad Yates? I’d rather dream
about dead bats!

There was an
obvious answer: Brad had been an undergrad obsession, an
on-again/off-again affair featuring not one, not two, but three
white-hot-furious breakups—and two equally
white-hot reconciliations—including an hour-long,
rolling-on-the-floor, straddling-the-organ-bench session in one of
the choir school’s soundproofed practice rooms. Emily had destroyed
the first three pages of Three Chorales
For Organ by Franck that night in a vain
attempt to protect her tender ass from the scratchy and
none-too-clean rug.

Brad had been a
terrible boyfriend. He’d ogled other women, and laughed when she
pointed it out to him. He tended to forget birthdays and showed up
late for dates, often a bit drunk. But there was something about
that out-of-control mop of hair and the way he never closed his
pale, hungry eyes. Not when he kissed you,
not even when he…

Emily
sighed. The Yates Death Ray: always fatal.
Even if you only think about it. She got
up and pulled her flannel bathrobe around her white cotton nightie,
remembering when she owned actual lingerie: silky things, lacy
things. The pain in her lower back flashed again as she rolled over
and got to her feet. At least the toe-cramp was gone. She walked
downstairs gingerly, clinging to the stairs’ cold iron
railing.

It had been decades, but now she was rattled
and it was time.

In
Emily’s freezer, hidden deep in a box of
organic peas, were four tightly rolled joints straight from Santa
Claus. Joe Daria’s long white beard and generous tummy were for
real. The retired chief of Clabberton Hose, he rode through the
village every December on an antique firetruck in full Jolly Old
Elf regalia, handing out candy canes to young and old alike. He
sang bass in Emily’s choir. His retirement job was to make sure the
local fifty-and-sixty-somethings had all the pot they needed. He no
longer answered to “Joe.” These days, his real name was
Santa.

Santa hated the
word “dealing.” At first his pot
distribution had been an on-the-down-low mission of mercy. His
buddies on the department were starting to have knees that needed
replacement. A few were dealing with chemotherapy. A guy took care
of his bros.

But then
cannabis got decriminalized, legalized in some states. And more
people began to admit to … inhaling. These
days, there were even smoky circles of aged hippies in the back
yards at church choir parties. Santa had given Emily her joints
tied up in a silky red ribbon after The Saint Elizabeth’s Episcopal
Church Christmas Eve service, as she left Gloria Johnson’s
take-no-prisoners choir-decompression bash.

“Great
music tonight! Ho, ho, ho!” Santa had said, and Emily grinned back
at him nervously. She’d driven home feeling like Bonnie and
Clyde—or Bonnie, anyway. A very cautious Bonnie.

Now she stood
alone in her kitchen, achy and jangled. Oh, why the Hell not? She dug
through the frozen peas, grabbed a long-handled candle lighter, and
stuck her bare feet into the Uggs. Out she went onto her tiny front
porch, carefully squeezing her sore back into a tiny rocking chair
Gordon had picked out for her as a house warming gift. The icy
night air was actually … bracing, she told herself. And then she
looked down the hill to make sure her neighbors’ windows were dark
before she toked up.

Hell, they can’t
see me from all the way down there. Besides, who’s going to bust an
old lady church organist blowing a J because she’s got bad dreams
and a bad back? She lit the joint,
scorched her throat, and coughed out a huge cloud of smoke.
At least organists don’t have to worry about
protecting their precious vocal cords. Two
hits were all it took for the night to soften nicely, for Emily’s
back to loosen up—and for her to remember that it had been a very,
very long time since she’d had so much as the hope of a
date.

Brad Yates! Sex
dreams about freaking Brad Yates!
After the awkward meet-up in the pub, she’d
ducked almost daily calls from him for a week until she figured out
how to block him on her cell phone.

At least sex
dreams about Brad Yates weren’t as bad as
sex dreams about Al. Those undid her. He was young in them, too,
but more like the age when they’d first gotten together, in his
thirties… He still had hair then, too, and it was a pretty light
brown, just starting to thin. He’d kept it clipped very short. And
Lord, that man had energy!

Their first
weeks together had been full of Saturdays where they
didn’t get out of bed until four in the
afternoon. Emily remembered Mondays in her classroom then, smiling
merrily as her third-graders blew their recorders way too hard just
to make shrill noises. “Contain yourselves, boys and girls,” she’d
say. “Contain yourselves!”

After
Al’s death, she alternated between rage
and grief—but she’d never quite stopped loving him, even as she
took the blood test for AIDS again and again. Year after year, it
came back negative … but it was well over a decade before she
stopped worrying.

Al’s ghost started showing up a few
weeks after his funeral, always after Amy was in bed for the night.
At first Emily had been too full of her own misery to talk to him …
but then? What was it everyone was saying now? Love is love—a much better and
kinder tautology than “It is what it is,” Emily decided, and had
one last hit off the joint for good measure. Sometimes you get
dumped and you get divorced, and there’s still a connection that
doesn’t get undone—and there are all kinds of
love.

It was clear
that she wasn’t going back to sleep
anytime soon. She put her snuffed joint back in with the peas,
climbed the stairs, and took her laptop computer from a built-in
chest of drawers beside her bed. Facebook: the insomniac’s friend.
Lots of her choir school classmates were grandparents now. She
scrolled through a stream of adorable grandbabies and glittering
Christmas trees. And there—a new photo of Amy with Toshi and Beth
toasting each other with rum punches: “Congratulations to the
coolest brides-to-be-ever! Better you two than me, LOL!” Amy had
written. Grandbabies probably wouldn’t be in Emily’s future anytime
soon. She was grateful not to be unhappy about that: all things in
their time. She’d been late to the motherhood game
herself…

Ding. Facebook
message. From Grace, Emily’s best pal and
the organist/choir director over at St. Mark’s Catholic.


Grace:
Em. What you doin’ up at this
hour?

Emily:
I have awakened from a highly unpleasant dream.
And before that, I had a visit from my world-beater daughter, and
then one from my departed ex.

She hadn’t told anyone else about
Al’s appearances—especially not Amy. And it had taken her years to
get to the place where she could trust even Grace with
it.

Grace:
Oh, wow. Was it freaky this
time?

Emily:
Nah. It was just—Al. I mean, that’s all it ever
is, really. I guess I kind of thought he’d stay back at the old
place—you know. Ghost. Haunted house. Like that. What are you doing
up?

Grace:
Millie’s at our place. She has the pukes. Just
finished cleaning up the bathroom for the third time, and getting
her back asleep. 

Millie was Grace’s three-year-old
granddaughter.

 Emily: Oh, dear.
Wash your hands a lot.

Grace:
Yup. Her big brother brought it home from Model
UN with him.

Emily:
Fever?

Grace:
Barely. Thing seems to run its course in a day.
How’s stuff at St. Liz? The Jardine
holding up okay in this cold? 

The Jardine was the organ Emily
played. Like the church it stood in, it was solidly built and
Victorian: soulful-sounding, but finicky when the temperature
dropped.

Emily:
A few dead notes. Annoying, not terrible. Some
tuning issues.

Grace:
One good thing about playing a toaster.
Electronics don’t fear the
cold.

Emily:
True. The
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