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Chapter 1

 


 


The coin counter used to be the most annoying
sound at the bank. In recent weeks, however, Gaby Bryant was
starting to rank the sound of her own name in the top spot on that
list. She had a relatively new coworker who insisted on calling her
Gabrielle – even though no one else did – and she called her
Gabrielle every single chance she got. They were both tellers.
Every time there was a break in customers or a moment when neither
was counting money, Krista would say, “Gabrielle, have I told you…”
or “Gabrielle, guess what happened when…” or “Gabrielle, you’ll
never believe…” She would keep talking until one of them had to
focus on work.

Gaby had enjoyed the quiet when Krista took a
few days off before Thanksgiving. Now it was the day after and she
was back. She leaned towards Gaby as soon as her customer’s back
was turned. “Gabrielle,” she said, “did you see him?”

“Did I see who?”

“The new guy.”

“The new loan officer? I thought he wasn’t
starting until Monday?”

“Me, too. But he’s definitely here. I saw him
talking to Bob when I went back to use the bathroom. And get this…
no wedding ring.” Krista nodded significantly.

“That doesn’t mean he isn’t seeing
someone.”

“True. You should ask him.”

Gaby shook her head. “Why don’t you ask him
since you’re the one who cares?”

“You’ll care when you see him. Someone needs
to go out with him and you know I can’t because of Kevin.” Krista
rolled her eyes when she said this. Kevin was her boyfriend. She
always talked about him as though he was a burden. Gaby tried to
tune out whenever Krista talked about her love life. Krista was
thirty-one and had already been married and divorced twice… to the
same man. Not Kevin.

“You know what he did now, Gabrielle?”

Gaby shook her head.

“That man!” Krista exclaimed. “He gave all
our turkey leftovers to his mom without asking me first. And then
he expected me to be happy that she was going to make us a pot pie
out of them.”

Gaby tried to pretend she was listening as
Krista went on about what else happened at her Thanksgiving party
and the other ways that Kevin had ruined it. The topic continued
most of the day. It was interrupted by customers and other
work-related tasks. But every lull was filled with further
descriptions of Krista’s Thanksgiving. She did not at any point
mention gratitude.

Just before the end of the day, when both of
them were helping customers, Krista said, “Gabrielle.” She didn’t
say anything else, but when Gaby looked at her, she moved her eyes
briefly towards the front door.

Gaby glanced past her customer and saw Bob
Chapman, the president of the Hartford Bank, standing next to a man
she didn’t recognize.

Hartford was a small town, small enough that
it was unusual for Gaby to have a customer she couldn’t greet by
name. Even without Krista’s hint, she would have guessed this was
the new employee. He had short dark hair and a close-cropped beard.
His suit fit well and Gaby felt a slight flash of warmth as he also
glanced in her direction.

She quickly refocused on her duties. There
were only a few more people to help before the front door would be
locked and the tellers could finish for the day.

“Gabrielle, do you remember when I had my
hair done last week? Kevin didn’t even notice.”

“Hmm…” Gaby nodded slightly, but she was
trying to look as though she needed to concentrate. Krista had
changed her hair by dying it one shade lighter. It was already so
white-blonde that Gaby hadn’t noticed it either until Krista said
something.

“I thought it was good to get it done before
all the holiday parties, but now I’m wondering if I did it too
early. I’m going to have to touch it up again before
Christmas.”

“Okay,” Gaby said without looking up.

“Gabrielle?”

“What?”

“Gabrielle?” Krista repeated.

“I said… oh!” Gaby lifted her head and saw
that the new guy was standing in front of her station.

“Hi,” he said with a smile that showed off
his straight white teeth.

“Hello,” Gaby said, “you must be new
here.”

He held out a hand to her. “I’m Jared
Greener. You’re Gabrielle?”

“Gaby,” she said as she gave his hand a quick
shake. “Gaby Bryant. It’s nice to meet you.”

Jared looked expectantly at Krista.

“I’m Krista Farrington.”

Jared nodded. “And how long have you ladies
worked here?”

“I’ve only been here four months," Krista
said. “Gabrielle’s been here forever.”

“Really?” Jared gave Gaby a look of amused
disbelief. “I’m sorry but you don’t look old enough to have been
here anywhere near forever.”

Gaby shrugged. “It’s been about three and a
half years.” She guessed by the apparently long string of previous
jobs that Krista had mentioned that three and a half years might
sound like forever to her for someone to be at the same job.

Jared smiled from one woman to the other for
a moment. His gaze lingered on Gaby as he said, “Well, I’m sure
we’ll all enjoy working together. I’ll let you finish up for
tonight.”

He was barely out of earshot before Krista
started again. “Gabrielle, he is totally going to ask you out. You
have to tell me all about it. Maybe you two can go to the office
party together.”

“I think I’m done here. I’ll see you Monday,
Krista.” Gaby grabbed her things and headed towards the back as she
waved. She avoided discussing anything personal with Krista
whenever possible. But she would have been in a hurry to get home
anyway. It was finally time to decorate.

Gaby’s family had always decorated for
Christmas the day after Thanksgiving. It was convenient when she
and her sisters had the day off school. She had been worried that
it wouldn’t be as exciting to decorate a place by herself,
especially after a full day at work. Owen had been making it fun
though.

Gaby lived in a very symmetrical white
building with four apartments, two on the first floor and two on
the second. Gaby’s apartment was upstairs on the left and Owen’s
was on the right. He was her best friend. The sooner she got her
side decked out the sooner she could start giving him a hard time
about his dreary, non-festive side.

The bank’s dress code was rather formal. Gaby
left her red blouse on because it was a Christmas color, but she
traded her black skirt and heels for jeans and sneakers. She had
pulled her decorations out of the closet the previous weekend to
see if the lights still worked. Only one of her strings had died so
she didn’t bother buying more. Her artificial tree was only three
feet tall so she’d use most of her lights outside. She dragged her
end table next to the window by the front door and put the tree on
top where it would be seen through the window.

The ornaments could wait. She put on her coat
and gloves and took the rest of the lights outside. She put the
first string around the door and two around the bottom of the black
metal railing. She was wrapping the last string around the top of
the railing when Owen appeared on the stairs.

“Already?” he said.

She stopped what she was doing to face him.
“Don’t pretend to be surprised. You know this is official Put Up
Your Pretty Christmas Decorations or Your Next-Door-Neighbor Will
Start Calling You a Grinch Day.”

Owen smiled. “Is that what they’re calling it
now?”

“That’s what I’m calling it. You are
going to do at least some decorating this year, aren’t you?”

“I really don’t see the point.”

“Where is your Christmas spirit?”

“I think maybe you have enough for both of
us.”

Gaby shook her head. “That didn’t fly last
year either. I’m not saying you have to go nuts. But you could at
least get a tree.”

“A tree? That takes more work than most
everything else.”

“But it’s fun work,” Gaby insisted.

“No such thing.” He held up the plastic bag
he was carrying. “I stopped at the Market on the way home because I
felt like cooking. Want to join me?”

“Sure. How long?”

“It’s just spaghetti. Maybe twenty
minutes.”

“Perfect. That’ll give me just enough time to
finish up.”

“All right. See you soon.” Owen pulled his
keys from his pocket and went into his side of the top floor.

Gaby went back to wrapping her lights. She
put a few ornaments on her tree and tied her stocking to her
bedroom door handle. There was no mantle or fireplace in her tiny
apartment. She left her coat behind when she dashed over to knock
on Owen’s door, an action that had become very familiar over the
last few years.

Gaby and Owen had actually known each other
most of their lives. They graduated in the same class and Hartford
High School was small enough that everyone knew everyone at least
by sight, but the two of them hadn’t spent enough time together to
like or dislike each other. They went to different colleges and
both came back to Hartford when they finished. Gaby had only been
in her apartment for a week when she noticed Owen moving in next
door. They chatted briefly about the four years they’d been away
and then went about their own business.

They might have simply continued as
acquaintances if it hadn’t been for the spider. The week after Owen
moved in, on a Saturday morning, Gaby had been sitting in her
apartment watching TV when she felt the need for a drink of water.
She went into the kitchen – which was practically the same room in
the limited space – and grabbed a glass from her cupboard. She
turned around and froze in fear.

There on the lower cabinet, blocking her path
to the sink, was a hairy spider the size of a small dog. Or at
least that was how big it seemed to Gaby. Without thinking, she ran
outside to knock on Owen’s door. Her panic was a lot stronger than
her embarrassment as she begged him to please, please come over and
take care of the intruder.

He captured the pest and took it outside
without either of them saying much else. It was a bit awkward as
they were both in their jammies. The next day she baked cookies and
brought him some as a proper thank you. It turned out that he liked
cookies as much as she disliked spiders. They exchanged phone
numbers and immediately began talking and visiting regularly. Three
and a half years later, Gaby was almost grateful for the
spider as Owen opened his door for her.

“Five minutes from being ready,” he said.

She came in quickly so they could close the
door against the chill and then she said, “Good. We’ll have time to
decorate.” Gaby held up her hands. She had a glittery silver ball
ornament in each one. “Where should I put these?”

“On your tree.”

“My tree is already beautiful. Your place on
the other hand…” Gaby looked around. Owen’s apartment was actually
nicer than hers. He had newer furniture and he kept it very clean.
She always had piles of some sort of project sitting around. But
there was not a single item in sight to indicate that Christmas was
approaching. “I know,” she said, “I’ll put them on this plant you
haven’t killed yet.”

She walked towards the spikey plant near a
dark brown sofa. Owen’s mom had given him the plant in the summer.
He had been insisting for months that he wasn’t going to be able to
keep it alive. Gaby hooked the ornaments between the leaves and
smiled.

Owen shrugged and turned to the kitchen. Gaby
followed and watched as he dumped the noodles into a waiting
strainer and back into the pan. The table was already set. Gaby sat
facing the counter, which was her usual side, while Owen took some
garlic bread from the oven.

“That smells good,” she said.

Owen nodded in agreement and put it on the
table. He sat across from her and said a quick prayer and then
sliced a few pieces of bread.

“So how was work?” Gaby asked.

“The usual.”

“Do you regret not taking the day off?”

“So I could stay home and put up a Christmas
tree?” He was smirking at her and she refused to take the bait.

“Lots of things you could have done with the
long weekend.”

“How was your day?” he asked. “Krista was
back, right?”

“Yeah, so not exactly a quiet day. They hired
someone to replace Nancy and I met him today.”

“What’s he like?”

“I’m not sure,” Gaby said. “I really didn’t
talk to him for more than thirty seconds but… he’s younger and
better looking than I expected.”

“Oh?” Owen pushed his eyebrows up. “So you’re
saying you’re interested in finding out more about him?”

“Maybe. He kind of looked at me like… sort of
like he wouldn’t mind talking to me more.”

“I’m not surprised that he’s interested, but
would that be a problem?”

“What do you mean?”

“Does the bank have a policy against, you
know, fraternizing?”

“Only when there’s a direct supervisor
involved so it wouldn’t be an issue.” Gaby fought off a slightly
uncomfortable feeling. It felt as though there was something wrong
with the conversation but she couldn’t identify the problem. “But
like I said, I just met the guy. If he turns out to be unavailable
or unappealing… you’re going to pretend I never mentioned him,
right?”

“I can do that.”

Gaby focused on a few bites of her dinner.
The sauce was from a jar and it wasn’t that difficult to boil
noodles, but she still appreciated his effort. If it wasn’t for
Owen, more of her meals would start frozen. “Thanks for cooking,”
she said. “And what you said a minute ago about not being surprised
a guy was interested?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m going to take that as a compliment so
thanks for that, too.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Are you going to thank me now?”

Owen squinted around his light blue eyes in
an expression somewhere between confused and amused. “Why am I
thanking you?”

“For the ornaments.”

His eyes settled on amused. “Oh, am I
thanking you for the useless decorations or for helping me kill the
plant?”

“How are two tiny ornaments going to kill the
plant?”

“That much glitter can’t be good for
anything. I think it’s going to go blind first.”

“Your plant can see?”

“Don’t sound so skeptical. It can hear you,
too.”

Gaby burst into laughter. “You are
ridiculous,” she said.

“I’m ridiculous. I’m not the one who
spends all of December covering everything with red and green. And
glitter.”

“That’s called holiday cheer. I sprinkle
things with holiday cheer.”

“Just don’t sprinkle any more of it in my
apartment.”

Gaby smiled. “Does this mean you don’t want
any cookies this year?”

Owen looked defeated. He sighed dramatically.
“I guess if the price of Christmas cookies is some…” he paused to
make air quotes “…holiday cheer, then you can sign me up for a tiny
bit.”

“Awesome.” Gaby rubbed her hands together.
“I’m bringing something good next time.”

“But I want extra sprinkles on my
cookies.”

“If you help me make them, you can put on as
many sprinkles as you want.”

“We’ll see.”

Gaby had tried to talk Owen into helping with
the cookies the last few years with no luck. She didn’t intend to
give up unless she got a firm no. And there was always next
year.

She helped him clean up after dinner and then
they sat on the sofa. Owen’s TV was nearly twice the size of
Gaby’s. He pulled up the list of recorded shows for her to choose
one. When they spent an evening at her place, Owen got to choose
from her list. There was enough overlap in their tastes for the
system to work most of the time.

Halfway through the show, they heard a siren
in the distance. Gaby jumped up and said, “It’s time! Where are
your shoes?” She was walking over to the front door to retrieve his
shoes before she finished talking.

Owen pushed the pause button. “Are you really
going to make me go outside?” he asked.

She put the shoes on the floor in front of
him. “Hurry up. We don’t want to miss him.”

She watched the top of his blonde head as he
slipped his feet into his shoes and worked on the laces. The siren
was getting louder. She grabbed his hand and tried to pull him up
even though he outweighed her by about fifty pounds. “Come on,” she
said.

He smiled slightly at her enthusiasm and let
her drag him outside. They continued to hear the siren for a minute
and a family across the street appeared on their porch as well.
“You know they go up and down all the streets so we didn’t need to
hurry,” he said.

“This way we’re ready,” Gaby said. She was
rubbing her hands together as neither of them had put on a
coat.

Owen grabbed one of her dark brown curls and
pulled it straight before letting it spring back. “I notice you’ve
been wearing your hair down a lot more often lately.”

“Yeah, it’s finally getting long
enough.” Gaby had nearly waist-length hair through college and up
until the summer before last. She went in for a trim and saw a sign
for Locks of Love. She impulsively decided that shoulder-length
hair would be a nice change for a good cause. But she had
underestimated her natural curls. Without the extra weight, they
coiled up into a rather triangle-shaped nightmare. She shed more
than a few tears over the result. She had expected Owen to make fun
of her for crying over hair. He hugged her instead. Sometimes he
was very nice to have around. Her hair now landed just past her
shoulders even when it was in full curl.

Owen watched those curls bounce as Gaby
hopped up and down to keep warm. “Let me get a jacket for you,” he
said with his hand on the knob.

“No! He’s coming.” She pointed to the corner
where a fire truck was turning onto their street. A second one was
right behind it. Both trucks had lights and sirens going and were
covered with strings of Christmas lights. On the back of the second
truck was a man in a Santa suit, waving wildly.

Gaby returned the wave and Owen put his hand
up for a second. This was a Hartford tradition, the arrival of
Santa the day after Thanksgiving on the back of a fire truck. Gaby
had waved at Santa every year for as long as she could remember and
her favorite parts of Christmas were the things that stayed the
same every year.

Owen opened the door as soon as the trucks
had passed and ushered Gaby inside. She was rubbing her hands
together and he put his on top of hers.

“How are your hands still warm?” she
asked.

He shrugged.

“This is great. Now that Santa’s officially
in town, the letters will start coming in.”

“I’m not helping,” he said as he continued to
gently squeeze her hands.

“I didn’t even ask yet.”

“I’m still not helping.”

“Hey,” Gaby said, “do you know who Santa is
this year? I heard Mr. Overmeyer couldn’t do it.”

Owen nodded. “David Schmidt.”

“Wait a minute. Isn’t he your uncle?”

“Yeah.”

“So you had a family member playing Santa and
you still weren’t going to go outside?”

“Well, because he’s family he knows I’m not
six.” He gave her a fairly cheeky grin and for some reason it made
all of Gaby’s attention focus on the fact that he was still holding
her hands.

She pulled them away and said, “I’m warm
enough. Let’s finish the show.”

 



Chapter 2

 


 


Gaby sat with her parents at church in the
same pew they had claimed most Sundays while she was growing up.
They watched as the first purple candle was lit. It was the only
Advent wreath the church had used in her lifetime, though the pink
and purple ribbons had been replaced at least once. She waved at
Owen on the other side of the church before she left. He was also
sitting with his parents and his brother.

If she didn’t know Jimmy was only two years
younger, she would not have believed it. Owen more or less looked
his twenty-six years. Jimmy still looked about fifteen.

Both young men climbed into the backseat of
their parents’ car as they left. Saint Christopher Church was in
Port Harris. The ride back to Hartford was roughly thirty minutes,
depending on who was driving, so it made sense for the family to
ride together. Jimmy nudged his brother at one point with a
questioning glance and Owen shook his head and let his eyes fall on
their parents.

Their mom made waffles for lunch while their
dad made a warm fruit topping for them. It was delicious and the
four chatted pleasantly. They had just been together for
Thanksgiving with a lot of extended family and their conversation
involved memories of the day and recapping of news that one or more
of them might have missed.

Owen and Jimmy left at the same time. Instead
of heading straight around the corner to his apartment, Owen sat on
the porch steps and slumped over his knees. Jimmy sighed and sat on
the other side of the steps. “This is about Gaby, isn’t it?” he
asked.

Owen stared at the sidewalk ahead of them.
“She met someone.”

“She met someone?”

“There’s a new guy at the bank and she said…
she said she might be interested in him.”

“I don’t know why you torture yourself, man.
You should move.”

“I can’t move. Besides the whole lease thing,
I can’t… not if there’s even a little chance that things might
change between us.”

Jimmy shook his head. “You’re pathetic.”

“I’m pathetic? You’re the one who likes to
watch the engaged woman run through town.”

“Hey, I just appreciate the fact that Rebecca
is an attractive woman. I’m not in love with someone who thinks I’m
a girl.”

Owen reached over and gave Jimmy a shove.
“She doesn’t think I’m a girl.”

“Really? Didn’t she once ask you what you
were going to wear somewhere?”

“That’s because she’s a girl, not because she
thinks I’m one.”

Jimmy shrugged. “Well, if she just met the
guy, you may not have anything to worry about anyway.”

“It’s just that I thought there were a few
times lately when there was a spark, you know. But if she doesn’t
think it’s weird to mention another guy then I was clearly
wrong.”

“You’re always wrong. I’d think you’d be used
to it by now.”

“Very funny,” Owen said dryly.

“Well, I don’t know how you expect things to
change if you don’t tell her you want it to change.”

“I can’t tell her.”

“You’d rather continue being pathetic?”

“If she’s happy with our relationship the way
it is then I don’t want to ruin it for her.”

“That’s kind of mushy. Maybe you are a
girl.”

Owen shoved his brother again. “Stop saying
that.”

“Stop hitting me before I have to arrest you
for assaulting a police officer.” Jimmy was smiling and pretending
to nurse his shoulder.

“Just tell me what I’m supposed to do.”

“All right, man.” Jimmy put on a more serious
expression and appeared to give the matter some actual thought. “I
guess you need to make her not happy with the relationship.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Start acting like a guy.”

Owen held up his fist like he was going to
punch his brother’s arm.

“I mean,” Jimmy said, “like a guy she’d want
to date. You know, make some romantic gestures. But not too obvious
because then you might as well tell her.”

“So be obvious but not too obvious?” Owen
rolled his eyes. “You are so helpful.”

Jimmy stood up and stuffed his hands into his
jacket pockets. “Don’t ask for my advice if you’re going to mock
it.”

Owen stood as well. “I guess it’s not as
though I have a better idea.”

“No, you don’t,” Jimmy said with a wave.
“Later.”

The walk home was short, but cold. When he
got inside, Owen was still thinking that he didn’t have a better
idea because there might not be one. Gaby might still view him as a
friend no matter what he did or didn’t do but perhaps it was time
he at least tried to turn things in another direction.

 


****

 


“Gabrielle, I bought the cutest pair of shoes
yesterday.”

Gaby tried not to sigh as she turned to
Krista. “Yeah? What color?”

Krista rolled her eyes. “They were $300 shoes
marked down to only $70. I was going to buy them no matter what
color they were. But they’re a beautiful deep purple with braided
straps across the toes and four-inch heels. Obviously, I can’t wear
them here so I don’t know when I’ll get a chance.”

Gaby tried to nod as though she understood
the need for shoes that might never be worn. “Did you put up your
tree this weekend?” she asked.

“Kevin has one, but I wouldn’t let him put it
up. I need a real tree and he was too lazy to get one. I’ll try to
make him do it next weekend. Oh, Gabrielle!” A new thought always
made Krista try to get Gaby’s attention even if they were already
in the middle of a conversation. “I also stopped at the Market and
I found out that someone named Martin Filmore has a two-bedroom for
rent. Do you know who that is?”

“Yeah. That name doesn’t sound familiar to
you?”

Krista cocked her head to the side. “You
forget I’ve only lived in Hartford for six months. I know you were
born knowing everybody else around here, but I haven’t had a chance
to catch up.”

“Still,” Gaby said, “Martin Filmore is the
mayor.”

“Oh.” Krista looked thoughtful for a moment.
“Actually, that still doesn’t help me. Do you know what kind of
landlord he’d be?”

Gaby shrugged. “You thinking of moving?”

“Kevin and I can’t get a moment away from
each other in that tiny little place of his. The lease is up in
February and I figured it wouldn’t hurt to look around.”

“Where is the apartment?”

“It’s a house actually. I think Mabel said it
was on Washington Street. Oh, good… kids.” Krista was looking
towards the front door where two young boys, around ten or eleven
years old, had walked in. She was watching them suspiciously and
sighed noticeably when one of them dropped the can of coins he had
been holding.

The flat maroon carpet was surprisingly
effective at muffling the noise and the commotion was mostly
visual. Coins rolled in several directions away from the boys. The
boy who had been carrying the coins dove to the ground to begin
scooping them back into the can while his friend began running
around him trying to stomp on the moving coins. One of which he
chased all the way to the opposite wall.

Gaby came from around the counter to help.
She was glad she was wearing her nice black pants because she
couldn’t squat in a skirt. The boy was thoroughly red-faced and
re-dropping almost half the coins in his rush to return them to the
can, which had a peanut label on the outside.

“You’re one of Mabel’s grandsons, right?” she
asked, thinking that small talk might distract him from his
embarrassment.

He nodded.

“Aiden?” she guessed.

He shook his head and said, “Landon.”

“Really? You’ve gotten big.”

Landon made a disgusted noise. “People always
say that, but I’m like the shortest kid in my class.”

Gaby dumped a handful of coins into his can
as the other boy returned with a few stray quarters. He plunked
them into the can without saying anything and knelt to grab coins
from the largest pile, which was diminishing quickly.

A larger set of hands began working on coins
as well and Gaby realized it was her new coworker, Jared Greener.
He looked at her playfully and said, “Gaby, you’re not supposed to
throw the customer’s coins on the floor.”

Gaby smiled.

“I dropped them,” Landon said flatly.

“I think Mr. Greener was trying to be
funny.”

Landon nodded. He looked as though he
understood but still didn’t think it was funny.

Jared said, “I guess I tried and failed.” He
looked at Landon. “I’ve heard women like a sense of humor. You
should try to develop one while you’re still young so you’ll do
better than me.”

Landon didn’t even nod. He simply stopped
trying to hide his puzzled expression.

“I think we got them all,” Gaby said as she
stood. Both boys stood up, but their eyes didn’t leave the carpet.
Jared smoothed his tie and smiled at Gaby as he turned away.

“There’s one over here,” Krista called from
behind the counter. She was pointing a few feet in front of her
station. Landon’s quiet friend jogged over to pick it up. The boys
waited until Gaby had resumed her position before handing her the
coins to deposit.

Jared returned to the front as they were
closing up for the day. He smiled politely at Krista before
focusing most of his attention on Gaby. “If those boys had been a
few years older, they’d have been about ten times more embarrassed
to drop their coins in front of beautiful women.”

“I felt so bad for them,” Gaby replied. “But
at least I think we got all their money.”

Jared lowered his head in fake disappointment
and looked at Gaby through his dark lashes. “I guess I failed
again.”

“Failed?”

“First I wasn’t funny and now my attempt to
compliment you didn’t work. What’s a guy gotta do?”

“Depends,” Gaby said. If he was going to
flirt, she could play along.

“On what?”

“Depends what said guy is trying to
accomplish.”

He met her eyes with his. “Just trying to get
your attention.”

Gaby didn’t look away. “This works.”

“It’s a start,” he said with a slow smile. He
took a few steps away from her counter before he broke the
connection.

“Gabrielle,” Krista said, “that was hot. He
is totally going to ask you out. I knew you’d care that he was
single.”

Gaby tried to smile benignly. She had a
feeling she was going to enjoy discussing her own love life even
less than Krista’s. She was likely getting ahead of herself anyway.
Perhaps Jared didn’t have any real intentions. But what was with
that annoying feeling that she wouldn’t think that was bad? New
single men were somewhat rare in Hartford. Why wasn’t she more
excited to meet one?

 


****

 


It was shortly after 8 pm on Monday when Gaby
sent Owen a text that said: I need a break. Want
to come over?

Instead of a return message, she received a
knock on her door. She opened it and Owen said, “A break from what?
Yes.”

“My mom gave me more boxes.”

“Find anything good?”

“Not exactly but… what are you hiding?” Gaby
had noticed that Owen suspiciously kept his left hand behind his
back as he closed the door.

“What makes you think I’m hiding
something?”

“Show me your hands.”

“Okay.” He took a step sideways so that he
was in front of her Christmas tree and a few seconds later held
both hands out for her to inspect.

Gaby lightly pushed him out of the way. “What
did you just do?”

“Nothing,” he said with pure innocence on his
face. It didn’t fool her.

Gaby examined her tree. “Oh my goodness.” She
plopped her hands on her hips as she faced him, trying to look
indignant but the pose was ruined by the slight shake of the
laughter she was holding back. “I can’t believe you tried to get
away with that. I am so offended.”

Owen shrugged as though he didn’t know why
she might be offended.

“I see those glitter balls. I thought you
were going to let me add some Christmas spirit to your place this
year, you Scrooge. We had a deal. Decorations for cookies. What
happened?”

“I’m just adding a small stipulation. No
glitter.”

Gaby glanced at her tree and then back at
Owen. “But it’s pretty.”

“It’s a menace.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Those two tiny balls of it sat on my plant
all weekend. I never touched them and yet… there’s glitter
everywhere.” He moved his arms in large circles to emphasize the
word.

“Everywhere?” Gaby narrowed her eyes
skeptically.

“Yes, everywhere. I’ve found it on my hands
and on my couch and on my clothes and there was even a speck of
glitter on my dinner plate last night. I almost ate your Christmas
spirit.”

Gaby laughed as she said, “I think you’re
making things up, but I’ll let you get away with it… this
time.”

The playful expression on her face made Owen
wonder what else he could get away with. He needed to keep his mind
where it was allowed to go. “So what’s going on with the boxes over
here?” he asked. He gestured to two cardboard boxes that seemed to
have exploded in Gaby’s living room. The flaps were open and
various stacks of papers surrounded the room.

“My mom insisted I take two more when I was
at their house yesterday.”

“More school papers?”

“Mostly,” Gaby said. Her mom saved
everything. She was trying to get Gaby to store her childhood items
in her apartment. Gaby took the boxes as they were offered but
ended up keeping very little from each one. “It’s like from
elementary school. There are a lot of simple worksheets and most of
this stuff is really boring. You have to see this story I wrote in
third grade though.” Gaby looked around for it as she talked. “It’s
the most disturbing fairy tale you’ve ever read. There’s an evil
queen and she had a baby boy. Then forty years later she has a baby
girl, which I don’t
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