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“Jingle Bells” blared out from Cole’s phone. Not bothering to leave his pillow, he grabbed the phone from his end table and tossed it across the room. Liz must have changed his ring tone again. Today was Saturday, damn it; he should be able to sleep in.

That was when the doorbell rang.

Right. Saturday. He was supposed to go shopping with Liz.

Fuck.

Cole reached for a pair of jeans, not bothering with the sniff test. Saturdays were his days to slack off. He’d stayed up way too late last night sketching out the idea for the sculpture he wanted to work on later, forgetting he said yes at work yesterday when Liz asked him to go Christmas shopping.

She was just going to have to deal with an unshowered and half-awake Cole. He opened the door and wrinkled his nose at the sight of her. She looked far too perky for zero fuck thirty in the morning, dressed in a pair of track pants and sneakers, which she somehow made look fashionable. Liz pushed a red sparkly to-go cup in his hand and came inside.

“Bless you.” He took a sip and shook his head. “Mocha?”

“Don’t worry. It’s still got enough caffeine in it to take out an elephant.” She took a sip from her own cup, decorated with silver and gold ornaments. “I know how much you hate mint chocolate, so I spared you the candy cane latte.”

Which must be what was in her cup. Cole made a gagging noise. “I don’t know how you can drink that.”

“Helps keep me in the holiday spirit.”

“Bah humbug,” he muttered. “Give me five minutes. I don’t even know where my hairbrush is.”

He left her in the living room while he went to ransack his bathroom counter. Cole had a system, and it worked during the week when he had to be up early to get to Wilson Elementary School on time. Right now he couldn’t even find his electric razor.

That had somehow ended up on the floor—he probably knocked it over yesterday and didn’t bother to pick it up. Cole ran it over his cheeks a few times and grabbed one of James’s baseball caps. Brushing his hair wouldn’t stop it from sticking up in all directions, and now at least he looked fairly presentable.

Liz was in the process of sorting through his fridge when he came out. “You do plan on grocery shopping at some point?”

He didn’t see the need without James around. “The place downstairs is fine for takeout. Come on, I thought we were going Christmas shopping, not pointing out my failings.”

She made a face. “I’m worried about you, Cole. You’ve been looking tired. And this does not inspire confidence.” She gestured to the state of the kitchen, including the sink full of dirty dishes.

“You know how it is. Getting close to the holidays. Grades are due. Kids are hyper. I honestly can’t wait until it’s all over.” He had found his coffee cup again and started to sip at it, trying to avoid looking in her direction.

“And it has nothing to do with James not being home for Christmas?”

Cole went to the counter and grabbed his wallet and keys. “It doesn’t matter. Not like I can change that. I’m going to have to deal.”

Like he’d been dealing for five years. James had been deployed overseas almost immediately after graduation. Even knowing it would take James away from him, Cole had always given James his full support. But who was he to question James’s desire to follow in his father’s Army footsteps? If he hadn’t had his mother’s insurance money, Cole might have been tempted by that ROTC scholarship, too.

Cole knew they were solid. He loved James, and James loved him. But this was the longest they’d been apart and the first Christmas James wasn’t going to make it home.

“You have friends, you know,” Liz said, breaking Cole out of his reverie.

“Friends who get me up at the crack of stupid on a Saturday to hit the mall.” He grinned at her.

“If I didn’t, you’d never get your shopping done.”

Cole grabbed his jacket. This winter had been unseasonably warm for December in New Jersey, so much that it didn’t quite feel like Christmas except for how soon it got dark in the afternoons. The trees had died, and he didn’t even have the promise of snow to look forward to. It left him feeling depressed and out of sorts. “Let’s go.”

He stepped out of his doorway and nearly tripped over a box in the hallway. Liz knelt down to look at it. “It appears you have a package. Early Christmas present?”

Cole picked it up and double-checked his name and apartment number were correct. “Huh. That’s strange. I have to pick up packages in the mail room. They won’t leave them outside my door.” It wasn’t safe, as Cole’s stumble proved.

“Maybe your neighbor was being helpful.”

“Maybe.” Cole tucked it inside his door and locked it behind him. “Lead on. The mall awaits.”

***

FIVE HOURS AND TWO more coffees later, Cole made it back to his apartment and collapsed onto his couch, his mind still replaying “Rudolph, the Red-Nosed Reindeer.” Seriously, how many times did they need to play that song? He’d managed to get some shopping done, but unlike Liz, he didn’t have a premade list. A gift needed to speak to him. It had to match the person he was buying for. That made shopping more of a project for him.

At least he got the staff secret Santa gift picked out—a scented candle basket for Mrs. Sharp, the science teacher. That one always weighed on him until the last minute.

His belly rumbled, and he groaned as he sat up. They’d skipped lunch since the lines at the food court were ridiculous. Cole might have some bread that wasn’t too stale to make into toast.

He shuffled into the kitchen and stuck the bread in the toaster. There should be some peanut butter left. He grabbed the nearly empty jar from the cabinet and winced. Liz was right. He really needed to go to the grocery store.

He just hated grocery shopping without James. James always made it fun somehow. Doing it alone seemed boring.

The toast popped, and he remembered his package. Cole spread the peanut butter and took his completed sandwich over to the living room. The return address was military—definitely from James, then. But this was too early to be a Christmas present—unless James didn’t think he’d get something to Cole in time otherwise?

Cole licked the last crumbs of the sandwich off his fingers and tore open the box, ripping through the tape with his bare hands. Inside he found... another box?

He rocked back on his heels as he pulled it out. It was a solid wooden box with a metal clasp and a combination lock keeping it shut. A Post-it note affixed to the top read, I hope you remember your high school gym locker combination.

Cole laughed. Of course he did.

He’d been a scrawny fourteen-year-old. Cole didn’t fill out until later, after years of working with nontraditional art materials and volunteering to do the carpentry for the theater kids. His first year of high school he kept his head down and used all his skills on being invisible to get in and out of places before the bullies noticed him.

He was usually good about getting out of the locker room. Cole could speed-dial the combination lock and grab his stuff before anyone else made it out of the gym. Of course he’d change elsewhere—there was an unlocked janitor’s closet a few doors down that no one but him seemed to know about.

But one day he wasn’t fast enough.

A bunch of guys followed him in, so they were behind him as Cole took out his clothes. He froze, knowing he wasn’t going to get away with sneaking out without changing first.

“Oh, excuse me.” One of the bigger ones walked by Cole, shoving Cole backward into the locker behind him. The metal dug into the small of his back, and Cole winced. He didn’t dare say anything in response.

“Do you even talk, bro?” Another blocked Cole’s path out. He was trapped between the two much taller guys.

“Maybe he likes it.” The first guy knocked Cole’s feet out from beneath him, sending him to the floor, his stuff flying everything. “Oh, I’m sorry, did you lose something?”

Shit. Cole had been so careful. He grabbed his clothes, considering making
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