
Chapter 1 

			Thanksgiving

			“I’ll tell you again, I’m not leaving here without my Maggie!”

			The elderly man’s voice sounded thin and reedy, but the words were unmistakable. I imagined him glaring at his tormentors from under sun-bleached bushy eyebrows as they stared down at him, uncertain what to do next.

			“I’m going to find Manny,” I heard Tristan say, and in a moment, he located me beside the walk-in, inspecting the prep for tomorrow’s start.

			“Hey, Tristan, what’s up?”

			“Almost all the tables have been wiped down, and we’re starting to set for breakfast,” Tristan reported. “But there’s an old kook who swears he came in with somebody. He won’t get up from the table without them, and we don’t know what to do. He’s holding us up.”

			I grimaced at “kook” but decided to let it pass for now.

			“Okay,” I replied, glancing over the shining stainless steel prep counters, “let’s go see.” We started walking back to the Romero House dining room.

			“Did you—”

			“We already checked with the greeter, and she swore he came in alone off the St. Mary’s bus,” Tristan said.

			We arrived at the table to find the scene largely as I imagined, so I adopted a deliberately cheerful voice.

			“Ah, Mr. Cooper, good morning. Happy Thanksgiving. What seems to be the problem?”

			Cooper’s face brightened when he saw me.

			“Mr. Porter, I’m glad you’re here,” he said. “These thugs are demanding I leave this establishment without my wife, and that’s something I simply cannot do,” he explained. “I told them she left to the ladies’, and I’m sure she got caught up chatting with someone on the way back. She’ll return momentarily, but they seem to think I’m crazy.” He glared at the assembled teens and young adults again.

			I set my clipboard on the table and squatted beside Cooper.

			“You’re not crazy, but we both know that sometimes, not always but sometimes, you’re a little forgetful. Am I right?”

			“Well, sometimes,” Cooper grumbled.

			“Like what day is today?”

			“I know it’s Thursday.”

			“That’s right. And what does Maggie have every other Thursday?”

			Cooper paused, then gave a chagrined sigh. “Bingo,” he admitted sheepishly.

			“That’s right, bingo. So, if you’ll catch the last St. Mary’s bus, I expect she’ll be back shortly, and she may have won.”

			Cooper smiled a little at the thought, then looked around at the young people surrounding us.

			“I apologize for any trouble I caused.”

			“No worries,” Tristan said before I could reply.

			“That’s right. No worries at all. Everyone forgets things sometimes, isn’t that right, team?”

			The young people gave an assenting murmur, relieved the holdup to their shift was being removed.

			“Why don’t you go with Tristan here, and he’ll make sure you get on the bus, okay?”

			Tristan nodded as Cooper began moving with him toward the exit.

			“Now, the rest of you, I know the setting team could use some help, and could someone please check on Jenny and see if she needs assistance wrapping up the dishes?”

			The group broke up as each returned to their end-of-shift tasks, and I went back to checking that everything was set for the breakfast makers who would arrive at five the next morning.

			Ever since Romero House had helped me and my boyfriend, Lyle James, fight off a bureaucratic and legal assault from city hall, we had each tried to do something to help the education, health, and nutrition center. Lyle began servicing the charity’s vehicles at his garage, Bonne Chance Motors, charging only for parts and supplies, and I started volunteering to coordinate their dining operation, particularly when demand rose in the fall and winter.

			I made my efforts at Romero House do double duty by getting Tristan DeJesus, my barely nineteen-year-old mentee, involved as a volunteer as well.

			Now I waited by the kitchen door for Tristan to get his jacket for the ride home. We walked to Lyle’s pickup in silence, but after I pulled away from the curb, he spoke up.

			“I’m sorry about saying ‘kook,’” Tristan said. “As soon as I saw your face, I was sorry I said it. I just get frustrated sometimes, you know?”

			“I know. I felt that a lot when I got started. You walk into a situation where a solution looks obvious, but it’s not obvious and that makes it frustrating.”

			“Can I ask a question?”

			“No, but you may.” I smiled.

			“Ha ha. How come you told that man his wife was at bingo? I don’t believe anyplace has bingo on Thanksgiving. Where was she anyway?”

			I sighed.

			“Dennis Cooper is one of our regulars from St. Mary’s. A teenager driving drunk ran a red light in 2013 and killed his wife Maggie as she walked across the street. Cooper never really got over it. His memory has started failing, and he forgets that Maggie’s not here anymore sometimes.”

			“Awww, man.”

			“So now, when we’re dealing with him and he forgets, we have a choice,” I continued. “We can tell him his wife is dead, so he feels all that grief and sorrow all over again.” I pulled to the curb in front of Baldwin House, where Tristan lived. “Or we can let him keep believing he’s going to see her in just a few hours.”

			“But won’t he realize it when she doesn’t get back after fake bingo?”

			“He forgets before then. In fact, he’s probably already forgotten he had dinner with us today,” Manny replied.

			“That’s really wild. And sad.”

			“It is, but it’s also an option we can give thanks for having. We don’t have to tell him his wife has died over and over again. What are you cooking for the Baldwin House table?”

			“Nothing,” Tristan said with a laugh. “Ms. Dass let me off the hook for the kitchen because I volunteered at Romero this morning. But I’m the oldest, so I still have to carve the bird.”

			“You ready?”

			“Thanks to YouTube,” Tristan said with a grin.

			“Viva YouTube!”

			Tristan started to open the door. “I got something going on at my internship,” he said. “It’s no big deal, but could I talk to you about it sometime soon?”

			“Sure. Let’s make it happen this weekend.”

			“Thanks, man,” Tristan said. Then he bolted out of the truck and up to the Baldwin House door.

			I watched my mentee enter the shelter, then I pulled away from the curb.

			Tristan was the oldest of Baldwin House’s residents, most of whom are formally foster wards of the institution. If you are gay, lesbian, or a transgender person under age twenty-one, living somewhere in the states between Florida and the Carolinas, whose family kicks you out, abandons you, or otherwise can’t care for you, one place you can go is Baldwin House.

			Tristan had aged out of the institution’s formal structure but remained by paying a nominal rent and complying with the rules.

			The solution lent him the support of a foundation while getting started, and I marveled at the skills of Arundhati Dass, the shelter’s Indian-born director cum den mother, at keeping the whole place together and thriving.

			I parked Lyle’s truck back in its familiar spot and headed upstairs. Once I had formally moved in, I didn’t have to ring the bell to get in. I rested my right thumb on the little black screen beside the door to start the lift on its clanking, banging descent.

			Moving in with him had been a big step for both of us. For Lyle, because it represented the first time he had trusted anyone else enough to allow them into his heart and his home. For me, because I had to adapt to a man who didn’t communicate easily and who was often not as forward as I am concerning our sexuality or relationship.

			For example, in a couple of hours we would be celebrating Thanksgiving with my parents and extended family at Albemarle, my parents’ large estate. In the face of what I considered their continued denial of my being gay, I felt a need to assert it regularly, but Lyle disagreed.

			“Papito, your parents aren’t stupid,” he reminded me with my pet name that morning while he shaved and I showered. “Of course they know we’re gay. Especially your father. After all that’s happened this year, how is he going to not know we’re sleeping together or that you love cock?”

			Lyle, as usual, put the topic in the most in-your-face terms.

			“You’re right, my dad’s not the problem. But my mom has a real thing about it. Not only can she not bring herself to the say the words ‘Jose is gay,’ she hasn’t stopped trying to get me married off to one of her friends’ debutantes.”

			“But look at where we are,” Lyle said as I turned off the water and stepped around the shower wall to find him waiting with an outspread towel. “Who invited not just you, but both of us to Thanksgiving dinner,” he asked as he started a rubdown.

			“Mom?” I murmured from inside the terrycloth tornado.

			“And who called back later to make it clear we didn’t have to bring anything?”

			“Mom.”

			“And anyway, didn’t you tell me they have the family matriarch coming this year? That alone was enough to make both your parents want to keep us safely in a closet somewhere, but they still invited us.”

			He was right about that. My mother’s aunt Cici, age ninety-six and allowed to emigrate from Cuba for health reasons, was going to be there too. For Mom, of course, this was a big deal. For my father too. But for me, she would be little more than another bony hand to bruise my cheek and another barrier preventing my parents from fully acknowledging me as their gay son.

			“Okay, let’s compromise,” I said as I finally emerged from the tangle of towel to find Lyle giving me his signature smirk. “So long as no one asks, we won’t identify. If Mom persists in introducing you as merely my friend the mechanic who I mysteriously decided to invite to Thanksgiving dinner, so be it. But if anyone asks straight out ‘are you gay or is he your boyfriend,’ we fess up and let the feathers fly where they may.”

			Lyle pondered this a second, then agreed. “Fair enough,” he said. “If they ask the question, it’s on them.”

			“Okay, but don’t blame me if I have to divide my attention between you and some Angela from Little Havana Mom has seated next to me to try her luck,” I said.

			Lyle laughed. “I won’t, but who’s to say she just doesn’t get swept off her feet by all that Papito? We could hear wedding bells in the distance.”

			“God, you’re impossible sometimes,” I muttered as I stalked from the bathroom to get dressed.

			“How many people are going to be at this thing, anyway?” Lyle asked as we started the twenty-minute drive to Albemarle.

			“If Mom is feeling up to it, a cast of thousands,” I said. “Don’t try to remember them all. Most of them I see once a year. I’ll introduce you to the ones you might need to recall later.”

			“And there’re some, like Aunt Cici, that you haven’t even met yet, right?”

			“Actually, that’s Great-Aunt Cici, since she’s my mom’s mother’s older sister, and no, I haven’t met her yet.”

			I glanced over at him. In honor of the occasion, he wore dark dress pants, formal shoes, and a white French cuff shirt with small gold cufflinks. By contrast, I had on loafers, khakis, and a pale blue polo.

			“Except for my dad, you’re going to be the most formally dressed man there,” I said.

			“Did I overdo it?” The touch of anxiety in his voice surprised me. “It’s one of my things,” he added. “I’m a mechanic and a business owner. But in some situations, it’s better to dress similar to a grease monkey and others like an entrepreneur. Meeting my boyfriend’s parents formally for the first time is not the occasion to have oil under my fingernails.”

			“You’ve always cleaned up quite nicely,” I said.

			Then, overwhelmed a bit by the day and his presence beside me, I started humming a Broadway tune.

			“That sounded nice, what was it?”

			“I’m sure you know it,” I replied. “It’s classic.”

			I hummed the line again, slower this time.

			“Nope. Drawing a blank,” he said, and a side look at his face confirmed his sincerity.

			“God. Do I have my work cut out for me? That’s a line from a song called ‘Something Good’ that is part of The Sound of Music, only about the most famous musical in the world.”

			“Sorry,” he replied, a bit abashed. “I like music fine, but I haven’t seen any musicals.”

			“What? Any?” I couldn’t believe it. “Didn’t your high school produce The Music Man or something as a fundraiser?”

			“I went to an all-boys, military-minded school,” he reminded me. “We had a choir that sang things like the ‘Marines’ Hymn’ and ‘The Battle Hymn of the Republic,’ but no musicals.”

			We drove on a few moments without speaking.

			“For what it’s worth,” I eventually sighed, “I felt grateful to be here with you, and I sought a tender moment before we entered the lion’s den.” I rolled down my window as we pulled up to the Albemarle gate. “Manny and Lyle,” I called out to the wall box, and the entry started to open.

			“I’ll make it up to you later,” Lyle whispered, leering at me. That made me shiver a little because I knew he would.

			Lyle parked the truck some distance from the house, and we sat for a moment, watching people arriving in groups of two to ten. We both felt the tension rise.

			“We only have to make it through the meal,” I reminded him. “And after dinner, if either one of us hears the other use the word ‘hippo,’ we’ll know it’s time to start moving toward the exit.”

			“Hippo? What kind of safe word is that?”

			“A perfect one. Can you imagine a conversation arising where we would have to use the word ‘hippo’ involuntarily? Now, come on.”

			We left the truck and started walking up the path toward the front door. I could tell my mother had been busy. Her manicured and well-watered flower beds testified to hours overseeing and harassing whatever landscape firm had been foolish enough to expect an easy contract from the Porter house.

			On the doorstep, Lyle turned and looked over the grounds before we entered.

			“They really are magnificent,” he said.

			“Be sure to tell my mom that first thing,” I said. “That will get you off on the right foot.”

			We stepped through the door into the entranceway where, to my surprise, we found my Aunt Sammy nursing a cocktail alone.

			“Manny, my darling boy, come give us a kiss.”

			I approached and received her usual rib-bruising hug and a peck an inch below my right ear before she turned her attention to Lyle.

			“And of course I’m so glad you came.” She tracked him in a vaguely proprietary way. “You know, it’s really unfair that you get better looking every time I see you,” she said, before adding sotto voce to me, “I’m glad he’s your boyfriend and not mine. If he were mine, I wouldn’t ever get any work done at all.”

			“Aunt Sammy, behave,” I scolded. “Now you’ve started him blushing, and he hasn’t even faced the family yet.”

			“Oh, I apologize, dear,” she said, looking up earnestly at him. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”

			“No, it’s fine, please,” Lyle replied. “I appreciate the…enthusiasm.”

			“By the way, where is the clan?” I asked, admiring the quiet in the house.

			“The brigade of people under age eighteen are out at the pool, being looked after by one of your many cousins,” Sammy said. “Some of them are helping Javier with last-minute meal preparation, and the rest are with the other guests having drinks on the lanai. I was on my way to join them again. Shall we go together?”

			She hooked her arm in Lyle’s, and we set off toward the back of the house.

			“Have you met Great-Aunt Cici yet?”

			“Yes,” she said, “and she’s splendid. In fact, she is so splendid I’m just a tiny, wee, small bit jealous.”

			“What, you?”

			“Sadly, yes me,” she confessed. “I’d gotten used to not having to work at being the cool grand dame at family events, and now it looks like I may have some competition.” We had arrived at French doors leading out onto the screened space. “But I might be exaggerating too. Tell me if you think I’m right when you meet her.” She paused at the top of the short steps. Lyle and I descended first.

			My mother spied us immediately and glided over. “Manny, darling, so good to see you!” she gushed.

			“Mother,” I said. “Happy Thanksgiving.”

			“And a happy day to you too. This must be Mr. James?”

			I stood aside briefly and introduced Lyle. “Isabella Porter, may I present my friend, Lyle James? Lyle, my mother, Isabella Porter.”

			“Encantado, señora,” Lyle said, bowing slightly from the waist.

			“Oh, mi corazon, but the honor is all mine.” She grew serious in about a second. “You helped bring my son back to us,” she said. “I owe you a million thanks.”

			“I care for Manny very deeply, señora,” Lyle said. “It was my honor to bring him safely home.”

			My mother paused and waved her hand in front of her face. “The conversation grew very serious very quickly,” she said. “Manny, come meet Cici.”

			We walked together to the small clump of people who were gathered at one of the round party tables in the corner of the lanai.

			“Cici,” my mother proclaimed in a loud voice. “Here is your great-nephew, my son Jose Immanuel.” The assembled cousins parted, and we could see one another, her all smiles and wrinkles, piled white hair, green sequined gown, and sparkling eyes. Instinctively I went to her side and squatted to offer my hand. “Encantado,” I said.

			“Oh, my boy,” she murmured and then took my hand in both of hers. “The enchantment is all mine,” she said, immediately calling my mother. “Isabella, Isabella!”

			“Yes, Cici.”

			“His eyes. He has Elena’s, doesn’t he? My boy, has anyone ever told you how much you resemble your grandmother?”

			I shook my head no.

			“Well, you do. Now stand up. Let me take a good look at you.”

			I stood and stepped back, allowing her to study me closely with her green eyes.

			“Excellent,” she said. “Your mother doesn’t exaggerate about you,” she added. “And who is this giant?” She tilted her head like a bird to look past me at Lyle.

			“This is my friend,” I said. “Lyle James. Lyle, my Great-A—”

			“Aunt Cici will do fine. I haven’t accomplished enough good things yet in my life to deserve to be called great.”

			“I’m pleased to meet you, Cici,” Lyle said.

			At that point a gong sounded from within the house, signaling it was time to go in for the meal.

			The repast, as Thanksgiving dinners go, passed unremarkably. One high point came when the eating had begun to slow, and Cici leaned across the table to ask Lyle and me, in an exaggerated stage whisper, how long we had been boyfriends.

			Poor Lyle had been taking a drink of wine then and wound up in a brief coughing fit. I felt the heat of one of my hated blushes.

			My mother set her fork down with a clank. “Cici!”

			“Oh, calm down, Isabella. I’m ninety-six years old. Don’t you think I can recognize young lovers when I meet them?”

			She turned to me again. “Well?”

			“Right about a year,” I croaked, reaching to gulp some water.

			“Excellent,” she said. “May I ask as to your line of work, Mr. James?”

			Lyle had finished coughing after emptying his water glass and another offered by an observant waiter.

			“I own my own business, Aunt Cici,” he said.

			“And what sort of business is that?”

			Lyle coughed again. “I’m a car mechanic, ma’am. I own my own garage, called Bonne Chance Motors.”

			“Oh, that’s splendid,” she said. “Where I come from, good car service people—meaning they know what they are doing and don’t cheat you—are treated like gods.”

			The other memorable moment came when my father pulled Lyle and me aside as we were leaving.

			“Meet me at the garage in five minutes,” he whispered.

			Intrigued, I led Lyle out the back of the house, down past the pool to the long, shadowy garage building. Dad waited for us outside the third bay door.

			“What’s up, Dad?” I whispered, though there was no chance of anyone hearing us. “You haven’t bought Mom a car for Christmas, have you?”

			“Hardly.” He laughed. “Even if I bought her a new car, she wouldn’t stop using the Lexus,” he said. “No, look at this!” He hit a button on the wall, and the door slid open to reveal a new, electric blue Toyota Prius.

			Lyle and I stood there, gaping. “Wow, Dad,” I finally said. “It’s beautiful, but I didn’t think you would ever go for a hybrid.”

			“I haven’t,” he said. “This is your car.”

			“What?” Now my mouth truly hung open.

			“This is your car. And it’s not from Mother and me, although we think you deserve it. It’s from the editors and publishers of the South Georgia Record. We consider your work through all the ups and downs of the Tinker Creek story to have been extraordinary, as has been the growth you have shown. After we decided last December to start rewarding a journalist of the year, you were unanimously voted to be that reporter this year.”

			“My God, Dad. I don’t know what to say.”

			“Well, a ‘thank you, Mr. Porter,’ would be a start,” he said. “Since I am definitely making this award as your editor-in-chief, not merely as your father.”

			“Thank you, Mr. Porter. And thank everyone who voted for me. I’m truly overwhelmed,” I said.

			“Well, you can drive it home today. All the taxes have been paid. The title and related paperwork is in the glove compartment, and the tank is full. Happy Thanksgiving, son.”

			* * *

			Other than driving it home from Albemarle, the first place I took the new car, which Lyle dubbed the Electric Blue Gumdrop, was to Tommy and Daniel’s for our annual leftover feast and holiday moan.

			We had let the tradition lapse after graduation from college but decided to pick it up again as we contemplated managing our holidays in a new location with new people.

			Now I would arrive with a huge electric blue piece of Yuletide news that got fifty-four miles per gallon, carrying a trunk completely full of ambivalence.

			On the one hand, I loved the car. Sincerely. I breathed in gulps of the new-car smell, intentionally backed all the way down Lyle’s block for no purpose other than to use the rear-view camera, and started obsessing on how I could use as little fuel as possible. No more rideshares, I told myself. No more making sure I could afford to go here or there toward the end of the month. No reliance on someone else for basic transport.

			But on the other hand, guilt consumed me. Tommy wrote the story that helped the police find out what happened to our kidnappers. Why shouldn’t he get the car? Yes, I did some basic reporting on a story that fell into my lap, but how did that make me the paper’s best journalist of the year? All I had done was almost get myself killed, and I wasn’t sure that deserved a reward from people who were glad it hadn’t happened.

			I had worked myself into enough of a funk that I arrived at Tommy’s a growling, dissatisfied mess.

			“Happy Thanksgiving,” Tommy said, beaming at me when he opened the door to have me brush past his holiday hug.

			“What’s so happy about it?”

			“Um…it’s a day to remember our blessings and give thanks for what we have,” Tommy said as he closed the door.

			“That’s the rub, isn’t it?” I growled. “Blessings aren’t exactly divided up according to merit.”

			“If you say so,” Tommy responded cautiously. “What would you like to drink? We have beer, wine, or something stronger as long as its recipe isn’t too complicated.”

			“Nothing. I’m driving,” I said with a snarl.

			“You are? Where’s Lyle?”

			“He said he might not make it because of a complicated A/C job, but he likely didn’t want to hear me bitch anymore. Why don’t you step outside, and you can see the source of ill feelings.”

			Tommy got up and pulled on his jacket, going outside for about thirty seconds before he was back inside and shouting up the stairs. “Danny! Come see Manny’s new car!”

			In a flash, Danny thudded down the stairs and out the front door, then silence. After about five minutes, they returned.

			“Oh my God, Manny, it’s beautiful.” Tommy gasped. “And a Prius! That’s like perfect.”

			“I’m not a big Prius fan,” Danny said. “But you definitely got one of the prettier ones out there. And it looks like you got all the bells and whistles too, cool.”

			“But what’s wrong?” Tommy said. “You’re over there looking like a pastor in a strip bar.”

			“Would the car still look as good to you both, particularly you, Tommy, if you learned I won it for allegedly being the best reporter at the South Georgia Press last year?”

			“What?” Tommy said.

			“What difference would that make?” asked Danny.

			“That’s why I have this great car. Because my dad told me all the other editors and reporters at the South Georgia Record voted me as the best journalist at the paper. My problem is that I don’t feel I deserve it.”

			“God! Out of my admittedly few friends, you take the cake,” Tommy said. “Get over yourself. For your information, I’m not shocked you won. When they sent around that silly ballot, I voted for you. As did every other reporter I asked on my floor.”

			“But I’m not that good a reporter. Half the time my notes are for shit, I lead off interviews with stupid questions, and that whole story fell into my lap.”

			“Who cares?” he replied. “I didn’t base my vote on how well you report, but how much I admired what you did. I know I couldn’t have done it. And almost everyone’s stories drop into their laps. I voted for you because I imagined myself in your situation, and that made me appreciate you that much more.”

			“I don’t want to say the wrong thing, because I know next to nothing about what you and Tommy do all day,” Danny said. “But it sounds to me like you don’t feel comfortable accepting what other people say or think about your efforts.”

			I nodded. “That’s more or less right.”

			“You need to get past that,” Danny said. “I had a football coach in high school who was all about the honest self-assessment. That was all that mattered to him. Look candidly at what you did right and what you did wrong and learn from it for next time—because if we’re still walking the earth, there’s going to be another challenge. When we do that,” he concluded, “what other people say or think doesn’t amount to a whole lot.”

			“What he said,” Tommy said. “I mean, I get it. You look at what happened and your role in it and part of you might think, fuck, I could have done so much better. Those are the observations you need to pull from when you face the next challenge. And in the meantime, enjoy the damn car and enjoy taking your friends places in it,” he said, narrowly missing my head with a pillow.

			I conceded they had a point. Everyone who creates or writes or builds something must be able to appreciate the whole of what they did and not merely focus on whether this or that step or word or rivet was exactly the right one. Or, at my dad often says, anything worth doing remains worthy, no matter our proficiency in it.

			We passed the rest of our time together joyfully. We ate turkey fricassee, potato pancakes made from mashed spuds, a casserole Tommy created from leftover rice and veggies, and all that remained of a sweet potato pie. After the meal, Danny phoned a special request for Lyle to come over so they could discuss Tommy’s plans to renovate the carriage house for their eventual bed-and-breakfast. Lyle, ever the good sport, announced he had drained his last Freon line for the day and came over. The pair of them vanished to look at rafters together.

			That left me and Tommy to cover the remaining leftovers with plastic wrap and load the dishwasher.

			“A bed-and-breakfast, huh?” I asked.

			“That’s the plan,” Tommy replied.

			“Have you two given a thought into how much work that is? I get that hospitality, cooking, and looking after people is your thing, but it’s also a twelve hours a day, seven days a week job.”

			“We know. But we both want to do something where we work for ourselves and can build over time,” he said as he covered the remaining apple and pecan pies. “I enjoy being a reporter. It’s an interesting job that keeps me talking to dynamic and engaging people. But I don’t love journalism the way you do. I’m not always imagining the next big story or the future market I want to cover. I can see a time when I leave the South Georgia Record to work with Danny full-time on this place. Besides, we’re gonna have five bedrooms and four baths at most. It’s not like we’re gonna try to be two people running the Ritz.”

			I could see his point, but I didn’t want to look too closely at it either. Neither Lyle nor I had brought up the future much, as in what would we do if I got the opportunity to join the staff at the Wall Street Journal or New York Times. When I considered the question honestly, I couldn’t see Lyle leaving Bonne Chance Motors either. It had become such a part of his life.

			Instead of having that conversation, we had fallen into focusing on a narrow horizon. What were our plans in ninety days or six months? This felt easy because Lyle had always lived his life that way, and I hadn’t wanted to raise the question, finding such a warm home in his arms that I didn’t have any desire to be anywhere else. But I wondered how long I would be able to discover enough of the sorts of stories I liked to report in our bucolic hometown.

			* * *

			I stood at the center of a mat in the center of Lyle’s workout space. Its surface felt cool and soft under my bare feet. I wore a light gi with a helmet and blindfold. Tension raised the hair on the back of my neck and on my arms as I awaited the assault I knew would come but could not predict.

			Lyle attacked from behind me on my right, trying to tug me from my feet and defeat me by pulling me off the mat. But I remembered the training we’d practiced for months and bent from the waist to lower my center of gravity and make myself harder to move. I stomped on his feet at the same time I reached through his legs to strike repeatedly at his groin.

			He grunted and his grip slipped for a second, leaving me enough time to twist in his hands and attack his ears and face with my elbows until he let me go and I retreated back to the mat’s center. I won that round. I pulled off my helmet and blindfold and found him with his eyes watering from where my elbow connected with his nose.

			“You get better every time we work out,” he said. “I’m going to have to start wearing a face guard.”

			“Well, I’ve had a good teacher.” I hoped the compliment would get me an easier workout, but he shot me a hard look.

			After I’d recovered from the kidnapping last year, Lyle had decided I needed to have some training in a self-defense discipline called Krav Maga, which teaches its practitioners to focus on attackers’ weak points. Today was one of our twice-weekly training sessions.

			“Sparring,” he said. We each got into our light pad suits and took our positions on the mat.

			Lyle came at me hard, with everything. His goal, again, was to get me off the mat and onto the floor. Mine was to remain on the mat.

			Today, I was in trouble from the start as a flurry of blows made my head spin. As he knocked me off balance, I was forced to step backward off the mat.

			“You’re thinking too much,” he declared. “With the blindfold on, you react by instinct and you’re lots faster. No thinking, doing. As soon as the eye sees, the hand or foot should respond.”

			He pointed me back onto the pads and returned, this time wearing the big, cushioned gloves.

			“Punch and kick drill,” he said. “Go.”

			In this exercise, he moved the gloves up and down, left and right, and I tried to hit or kick them depending on where they were. I got one point for each successful strike, and the drill ended when I reached fifty.

			“No thinking, no thinking,” he almost chanted. “Now, now, now,” he said, meaning I should strike at each word. At first it was impossible, but gradually I found a place where my brain remained in neutral and I moved on instinct alone. When I finally reached fifty, I collapsed, panting, onto the mat. He dropped down beside me.

			“Terrific ending, Papito,” he said. “It still takes you too long to get there, but we can keep working on that.”

			“Goody,” I gasped.

			I sensed his grin and felt his calloused hand making its way up the inside leg of my light pad suit.

			“Join me for a shower,” I panted.

			“I thought you’d never ask.”

			Afterward, we shared some time on the big master bed. Lyle lay stretched out on his stomach while I straddled him, working my hands up and down his back and shoulders. I bent to kiss that little place behind his right ear, making him shiver.

			“Stop,” he said. “That tickles.”

			I returned to rubbing his back, which drew a satisfied groan.

			“I have a question.”

			“Okaaaaay.”

			“I’m not asking because I’m thinking about anything specific, but have you ever considered living anywhere else?”

			“Hmm, what?”

			“Living someplace else. Anyplace. Somewhere different than here.”

			“Like where?”

			“I don’t know. Anywhere. California. Vermont. Montreal. Miami. The Yucatán?”

			“Papito, what? Are you looking to move? You only just got here,” he pointed out.

			“I know. And I don’t want to live anywhere else, right now. I’m just thinking about the future. Our future. That’s all.”

			He turned to his side, making me fall back onto the mattress. We lay facing each other.

			“Does this have anything to do with your mystery funk from yesterday?”

			“I don’t know. That’s what I’m trying to figure out.” I traced my finger up his chest, through his small forest of hair.

			“I thought I had a pretty clear reason for moving back home. I wanted to join my dad’s paper and make a point with him about my skills or worth or something. Earn his pride.”

			“Okay, that makes sense.”

			“But then I met you. And you were at the heart of this huge fight that also happened to be this huge story. Now it’s a few months later…”

			“And you’re wondering whether you’ve achieved everything you set out to do here?”

			“A little bit,” I admitted. “But then I look at what happened from my point of view, the ultimate insider’s perspective I guess, and I think I’m nowhere near close to doing that. I mean almost everything took place accidentally, at least as far as I was concerned. You, Lucinda, Oscar, and Eva were the principals. I helped out, and I was glad to do it but didn’t do much in the end—and I recognize that’s not the way you or my dad or Tommy or a bunch of other people look at it.”

			He kissed my nose.

			“God, Papito, what goes on in that head of yours! I believe you think too much. But for what it’s worth, here is the answer to your question. No, I’ve never desired to live somewhere else. I’ve traveled to different places. Atlanta. Washington, DC. New York City. Chicago. Los Angeles. I had fun there, and they were great to visit, but home has always been here for me.”

			“And that’s the way it will always be?”

			“Not necessarily. I mean, I would never say I would on no occasion consider living somewhere else. But so far, I haven’t found anything or anyone who made a compelling case to move.”

			“And visiting other places?”

			“Oh, Papito, I will always be up to travel. In fact, you might be the one to get me to make a trip outside the US. I’ve always been too intimidated to go to all the trouble of getting a passport and all that stuff.” He kissed me again and slapped my butt.

			“But now I have to stop lazing around up here and go see if that tailor has finished altering that tux for me,” he said. “Danny and I agreed there was no way we were going to our first holiday party together without all of us being dressed to impress.”

			I laughed. “Do I get to see it first?”

			“Not until the morning of,” he said.

			He ducked into the walk-in closet to start pulling on clothes while I cast my mind on what I had to wear. I felt confident my current tux remained stylish and fit for the event, but the AthenaLibre annual holiday cocktail party dominated the St. Michael’s Harbor holiday social calendar and might require a new shirt. I resolved to get to Henry & Mechum first thing Monday morning.

			
			




Chapter 10 

			Knows When You’ve Been Bad or Good

			I hit the shower to try to wash off the previous night so I could get right back to work on getting Tristan out. But the reality of the time in the waiting room hit me with the warm water, and I couldn’t keep my eyes open after I dried off, falling asleep on our bed soon after I got out.

			I woke up to Lyle’s gentle kisses up my chest and onto my throat.

			“Mmm,” I growled.

			“Shh.” I felt him suppress a chuckle. “As sexy as you look wrapped in only a towel, I thought you probably wanted some lunch.”

			My nose picked up the delicious smell of onions sautéing. “What time is it?”

			“After noon on Christmas Eve. I thought I’d better wake you up or you won’t sleep at all tonight.”

			I stretched and looked up at him. “Or you could stay in here, and we could have afternoon delight for lunch,” I suggested with a leer.

			“Or you could join me in the kitchen so we can eat and then come back in here. Especially since I’ve already started cooking.”

			Conceding his point, I got up, pulled on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, and padded after him to the kitchen redolent with the smells of cooking onions, bacon, and freshly baked bread. My stomach growled with an audible sound. Lyle jumped slightly.

			“Wow. Someone’s hungry. I guess you didn’t hit the vending machines, huh?”

			“What’s on the menu?”

			“Mushroom and onion omelet, applewood-smoked bacon, fresh toasted brioche, and apple crumble with café au lait.”

			“Sounds lovely. I haven’t seen this side of Lyle before.”

			“I know. He doesn’t get out very much,” he said with a chuckle. “But Christmas just seemed like the right time.” He poured some of the beaten eggs into the pan. “This one is yours. You’ll find warm toast and bacon in the oven. Make yourself a plate and pass it over.”

			I went to the oven and collected two golden brown slices of toasted brioche and three large pieces of bacon. Then I passed Lyle the plate, and he slid the fat, yellow omelet, oozing onions and mushrooms, beside them.

			“Café au lait is already mixed in the thermos on the table,” Lyle said. “Go ahead and pour yourself a mug.”

			The food was delicious, both quieting my growling insides and spurring new guilt over Tristan. “Lyle, this is great, but I feel like crap for eating it. God knows what Tristan got for lunch.”

			“Chicken soup, saltines, and a piece of fruit, usually an apple at this time of year,” Lyle said.

			“What?”

			“Chicken soup, saltines, and an apple. I guarantee that’s what Tristan got for lunch. And if he was smart, he ate it and asked for seconds if they had more available.”

			“How do you know?”

			“What? Did you think I never saw the inside of the D and D facility?” Lyle said with a smile.

			“When?”

			“Oh, a long while ago when I was young and stupid and thought I could handle what my old man couldn’t.”

			“Yeah, but that was years ago. Don’t you think they’ve stopped serving chicken soup for lunch?”

			“Nope.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because experience has shown that chicken soup, saltines, and a piece of fruit are about perfect for a hangover. The broth is warm and homey while still gentle enough for tender stomachs, the crackers provide needed sodium, and the apple gives some roughage and sweetness.”

			I admitted to myself that sounded better than I expected, but I still felt bad for Tristan. “Lyle, what are we going to do?”

			“As soon as we can, we’ll get with Carolyn and help her gather what she needs for Tristan’s defense—and yes, that might include finding out who killed Nikolaidis, but we can’t count on that.”

			“I know.” I looked down at my empty plate, poured another mug of café au lait, then jumped when the doorbell sounded.

			“Who the heck is this on Christmas Eve?” I grumbled. I wasn’t in the mood for visitors today and wanted to stay in, away from the world.

			“I’ll get it,” Lyle said. I heard a brief conversation with a muffled voice, then Lyle’s cheerful “C’mon up.”

			“Aw, man.” I shot Lyle a look as he entered the kitchen.

			“I think you’ll want to talk to this visitor,” he said. “Or at least listen because he definitely wants to talk to you.”

			I heard the elevator door open and then a heavy tread on the floor. I tried to recall where I had heard it before. As I put sound and person together, Detective Walker’s bulk filled the entrance.

			“You’ve got some nerve showing up here on Christmas Eve,” I said. “What’s the matter? Run out of people to lock up before the holiday?”

			Walker’s face flushed, but he didn’t answer my challenge, nodding first to Lyle and then to me.

			“Morning, Lyle, Manny,” he said in a soft voice. “Thanks for letting me up.”

			“You’re welcome,” Lyle said. “The hardworking men and women of law enforcement are always greeted at our table. Coffee? We have café au lait in the thermal pitcher, or I could brew you up fresh and black if you want.”

			“No thank you, Lyle. If I could have a little glass of that good Irish stuff you had a few months ago instead, I’d sure appreciate it.”

			“Of course. I’ll fetch the bottle.”

			Lyle walked out to his office and left us in the kitchen. Not only did Walker look embarrassed, but he was more rumpled than usual and needed a shave. I motioned to the chair next to mine. “You’re here now,” I said. “You might as well sit down.”

			He sat. “Smells good in here
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