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CHRISTMAS
1 
ON THIS EARLY DECEMBER DAY, SNOWFLAKES SPARKLED  down to earth like granted wishes from a magic wand.
Inside the handsome lounge of The Haven, Yule logs  blazed cheerfully in the fireplace, while Presley, Sinatra,  and Springsteen sang Christmas carols. Near the long  casement windows, five women were looping lights  around a Norway spruce so tall they had to use a ladder  to reach the highest branches.
“Okay, that’s the end of the last string,” Marilyn called  from behind the fat tree.
“Plug them in,” Shirley told her.
Marilyn knelt to fit the plug into the socket.
“Oooooooh!” Shirley, Faye, Alice, Marilyn, and Polly  sighed with delight as dozens and dozens of multicolored miniature lights twinkled to life.
“Now,” Shirley announced, “for the fun part. How  shall we do this?” Shirley was the director of The Haven,  but the four other women were her best friends, practically her family, and she wanted to please everyone.
“I think we should all hang the ornaments we brought  where we want,” Polly suggested.
“But keep in mind,” Faye added, “it will look better if  the heaviest, biggest ornaments go on the bottom boughs,   with the smaller ones on the higher branches.” She was  an artist, with an artist’s eye.
“Yes, but we don’t want it to look too perfect,” Alice  insisted. “We want it to look real.”
“Good point, Alice,” Shirley agreed. “Perfection, as  we all know, isn’t real.”
“Sometimes it is,” Marilyn disagreed, in her thoughtful, vague way. “The horseshoe crab, genus Limulus, for  example, is perfect. Its design hasn’t changed since the  Triassic period, that’s two hundred forty-five million  years.”
“Lovely,” Faye said gently, amused. “Still, we really  don’t want to hang a horseshoe crab on the Christmas  tree.”
“I suppose not. Although one year we did.” Marilyn  smiled at the memory. She was a paleobiologist—the  others teasingly called her a pale old biologist—and her  grown son and her ex-husband were molecular geneticists. “Teddy was nine, and fascinated with crustaceans  and fossils, so we bored holes in lots of shells, slipped  colored cords through, and hung the tree with crabs,  mollusks, and gastropods.”
Alice snorted with laughter. “You are so weird!”
“Oh, I don’t know,” Polly chimed in. “David told me  that he and Amy are hanging only homemade decorations on their tree. And my daughter-in-law is such a  purist, she’ll use only vegetable dyes, natural wood, straw,  and such. Afterwards, they’ll probably carry the tree  outside and feed the entire thing to the goat.”
The others laughed. As they talked, they moved back  and forth from the tables and couches where the boxes  of decorations were set out. Occasionally Shirley dropped  another log on the fire.
The spacious room, with its casement windows, high  ceilings, and mahogany paneling, seemed to glow with  contentment. Once built to house a private boarding   school, this old stone lodge had been abandoned for a  few years. Then Shirley, with the help of her friends and  a few investors, had bought it and opened The Haven, a  premier spa and wellness resort with a burgeoning membership and second-floor condos for staff or friends.
She had staff (she had staff! Shirley, who had struggled financially most of her life, got a thrill every time  she remembered that). But she hadn’t wanted her staff to  decorate the Christmas tree, and neither had her friends.  They’d wanted to do this together. They’d agreed to  bring three boxes of decorations each, and they’d agreed  to do it without advance discussion or collaboration, so  their choices would be a surprise.
Now they worked quickly, climbing the ladder to adorn  the top, stretching left and right, standing back to appraise, kneeling to the lowest branches, murmuring to  themselves, exclaiming at what the others had chosen.
Shirley was a sucker for whimsical creatures with  smiling faces: elves, snowmen, Santa Clauses, cherubs,  fat angels with crooked smiles and tilted halos, fairies  with freckles and yarn hair.
Faye had selected expensive glass ornaments: gorgeous  faceted stars, elongated teardrops and iridescent icicles,  extravagantly striped or translucent balls in gleaming  gemstone colors.
Polly loved to cook. She’d baked dozens of gingerbread men and women, sugar-cookie stars, leaping reindeer, trumpets and drummer boys and crescent moons,  the absorbing, familiar activity bringing back memories  of Christmases when her son was little. She’d decorated  them with colored icing, silver balls, and sprinkles of  colored sugar, and glued ribbons firmly on the back, for  hanging. She’d also strung cranberries and popcorn on  fishing wire and bought boxes of candy canes.
Alice, less sentimental and more practical, had chosen  thirty of the skin care, cosmetic, and aromatherapy products on sale at The Haven, and tied their lavender boxes  with glittering gold and silver bows.
Marilyn’s contribution was a boxed set of antique ornaments from the Museum of Fine Arts, and a handmade collection of brass and enamel stars, sun, moon,  and planets purchased from an Asian gentleman selling  them from a rug on a sidewalk in Harvard Square.
When every ornament was hung, the five women  stepped back to admire their handiwork. The mixture  was eccentric, aesthetically enchanting, and wildly cheerful.
“It’s fabulous,” Shirley said. “Let me get my camera.”
Alice said, “I’ll pour the hot chocolate.” She twisted  the cap off a large Thermos and poured the fragrant  liquid into Christmas mugs—little gifts from her to the  others. Then, without the slightest twinge of guilt, she  took out a can of Reddi wip, shook it, and topped  the drinks with snowy swirls of the white concoction.  After that, she opened a little plastic bag, dipped her  hand in, and sprinkled dark chocolate shavings on the  creamy peaks.
“I brought some Christmas cookies—without the  glue.” Polly opened a red and green tin, and the sweet,  warm aroma of butter and sugar rose into the air.
Marilyn and Faye pushed two of the more comfortable wing chairs close to the sofa so they could all sit in  a half-circle, facing the tree. Shirley returned from her  office with the camera and began snapping shots of the  tree and its trimmers.
Shirley wore purple Tencel pants with an emerald top  that flattered her auburn hair. Her earrings and necklace  were miniature battery-operated Christmas lights that  blinked on and off.
Faye wore scarlet trousers in a silk-and-wool weave  with a matching jacket over a sleeveless white shell. A   chunky choker of garnet and jade circled her neck. Her  white hair was held back with a matching barrette.
Plump, auburn-haired Polly wore jeans and a bright  green sweater with white snowmen she’d designed and  knit herself.
Alice looked majestic in a velvet tunic and pants of  swirling crimson and indigo, embellished with lavish gold  embroidery. Earrings, necklace, and bracelets of heavy,  scrolled gold gleamed against her dark skin.
Marilyn wore brown wool trousers and a shapeless  gray sweater. She wasn’t color-blind; she just kept forgetting to think about her clothing.
The five curled up on the sofa and settled into the  chairs.
Shirley raised her mug. “To the holidays!”
“To the holidays!” the others toasted.
They all sipped the rich hot chocolate, and sighed in  unison.
Faye focused dreamily on the twinkling tree. “This is  going to be the best Christmas ever!”
Alice chuckled. “Yes, and I’m Glinda, the Good Witch  of the North.”
“Did you know,” Shirley informed them, “in the movie  The Wizard of Oz, Glinda, the Good Witch of the North,  was played by an actress named Billie Burke when she  was fifty-three years old?”
“You’re kidding!” Polly nearly spilled her cocoa. “She  looked so young! All that blond hair. The sparkling pink  dress. The tiara.”
“I wish I had that dress,” Faye mused.
“I wish I had her magic wand,” Marilyn murmured.
Alice lazily turned her head toward Marilyn. “Really.  What would you do with it?”
Marilyn didn’t hesitate. “I’d turn my mother back  into her normal, independent self. Oh, yes, and renovate  Faraday’s sexual abilities.”
“He’s still impotent?” A former hotshot executive,  Alice didn’t mince words. Besides, they’d helped solve  one another’s problems before, and were ready to do it  again, if they could.
“Always.” Marilyn’s tone was rich with regret. She’d  only discovered the joys of sex in her fifties, and she  wanted to make up for lost time.
“You need a magic wand to make his wand magic,”  Polly joked.
“What’s going on with your mother, Marilyn?” Shirley  asked.
Marilyn sighed. “My sister says she’s going downhill  fast. Not physically, mentally. Sharon wants me to have  Mother come here for Christmas and stay indefinitely,  so I can watch for signs of senility and help her decide  whether or not Mother should be ‘persuaded’ to go into  an assisted care facility.”
“Hard decision,” Faye sympathized.
“I know.” Marilyn pinched the bridge of her nose.  “Sharon said she can’t make this kind of decision herself, and she’s absolutely right.”
“How old is your mom?” Alice asked.
“Eighty-five. She lives in Ohio, in the same town  where we grew up, only a short drive from my sister’s  home. I’ve always felt guilty that I haven’t been able to  help Mother as much as Sharon has. But I live so far  away, and I don’t want to give up my position at MIT.”
“Not to mention,” Alice teased, “you often have trouble keeping your thoughts in the same millennium, never  mind on the same species.”
“There is that,” Marilyn agreed easily.
“Is Faraday spending the holidays with you?” Shirley  asked.
Marilyn nodded. “He is. He’s got two grown children  and some grandchildren, but one lives in California and  the other in Ohio.”
“It’s hard when your kids live so far away.” Faye  looked wistful. “Thank heavens, Laura and Megan and  Lars are coming back east for Christmas. I can’t wait to  get my hands on my little granddaughter again. I hope  she remembers me.”
“Faye,” Alice bossily reminded her, “you’ve chatted  with her every day on your web-cam.”
“Yes, but it’s not the same. I want to hold her. Smell  her.  Cuddle her.”
“I know exactly what you mean.” Polly’s son and his  family lived only a short drive away geographically, but  emotionally, they were on Pluto.
“Will you get to see your grandson for Christmas?”  Faye asked.
“I’ve been invited for Christmas dinner.” Polly made a  face. “But it will be at Amy’s parents’ house, and they  have piles of relatives, so I know I won’t be able to hold  Jehoshaphat much. Plus, they’re so virtuous. I always  feel like Mae West visiting the Amish.”
“What about Hugh?” Alice, Marilyn, Shirley, and Faye  all asked in chorus. Polly had been dating the handsome  doctor since April, and their hopes for her were high.  Polly deserved someone wonderful.
“Hugh’s spending Christmas Day with his children and  his ex-wife.” Polly mimed pulling out her hair. “The  size-six, perpetually dependent, helpless little Carol.”
“Well, that sucks,” Shirley said. “Come have Christmas with us.”
“Thanks, but actually, I’ve been invited to Christmas  dinner at Carolyn’s, and I just might go there instead.”
“Oh, do!” Faye told her, impulsively. “I’ll be there,  with Aubrey.”
“Really?” Polly brightened. “I wonder whether Carolyn would mind if I brought Hugh.”
Of course she would, Faye thought silently. Carolyn  wants her father to marry you. She shifted uncomfortably on the sofa, then leaned forward to grab a cookie.  Polly had helped Carolyn during a stressful time in her  life, and Carolyn, whose mother had died when Carolyn  was just a child, had pounced on Polly as a surrogate  mom. Polly was so good-natured and sweet, she didn’t  seem aware of Carolyn’s intentions to match her father  up with her, and if she were aware, Polly would be so  horrified, she’d probably move to Alaska. Faye really  liked Polly, the newest member of the Hot Flash Club,  and didn’t want to cause her any embarrassment.
Alice looked puzzled. “Faye, I thought you said Lars  and Laura and baby Megan were coming to have Christmas with you.”
“They’re coming east, yes,” Faye explained. “They’re  spending Christmas Eve and Christmas morning and  most of the day with me. They’re going to Lars’s family  for Christmas dinner.”
Alice groaned. “Christmas is so complicated!”
“Yeah, but the food’s good,” Polly pointed out cheerfully.
Simultaneously, everyone reached forward to grab a  cookie. They all laughed.
“I always gain ten pounds over Christmas,” Faye  moaned, munching.
“It’s impossible not to,” Alice assured her as she  chewed. “It’s stress eating.”
Polly giggled. “Last night I ate a pepperoni pizza, a  pint of ice cream, and two bags of mega-butter popcorn.”
“I can trump that,” Alice said. “I bought a box of expensive chocolates to take to my bridge group, and last  night I sat down and ate them all.”
Shirley licked a curl of cream off her spoon. “Hey,  Faye. You said you think this will be the best Christmas  ever. Want to elaborate?”
“Well, I didn’t mean ever,” Faye corrected herself.   “The best Christmases I ever had were with Jack, when  Laura was a little girl. Christmas is really about children. There’s nothing like the joy on their faces, the  surprise when they see all the gifts under the tree. This  Christmas, Megan is three, old enough to really appreciate everything. Plus, I’ve moved into my darling, new little house—not that I didn’t love living in my condo here  at The Haven, Shirley,” Faye hastened to assure her  friend. “But it’s so nice to have a little place all my own.  I’ve got three bedrooms, you know, and one is for me,  one is a guest bedroom, and one is for Megan! I painted  the room myself—”
“—I saw it the other day,” Polly told the others. “It’s  exquisite. A little girl’s dream room.”
“I can’t wait for Megan to see it!” Faye beamed.  “She’s  so clever! Do you know what she said? Laura  told her to eat the crusts on her bread, and Megan said,  ‘Mommy, don’t you know? They only put crusts on the  bread so you won’t get peanut butter on your fingers  when you’re eating the sandwich.’ ”
Alice was amused. “Sounds like she’s going to be a  lawyer like her father.”
“I’ve bought so many presents I feel guilty.” Faye  searched the other women’s faces. “But isn’t this what  Christmas is all about? Giving lots and lots of fabulous  presents? Spoiling your family?”
“I think it’s about making dreams come true.” Shirley’s  voice was rich with longing.
“First of all, it’s a religious holiday,” Marilyn reminded  them.
“And now it’s become one gigantic gimmick for our  consumer economy,” Alice weighed in with a frown.  “We’re bombarded with ads and sentimental scenes of  smiling families around the tree. We’re brainwashed  with syrupy Christmas music and completely unrealistic  promises that our families will be happy if only little   Johnny gets a video game or little Mary gets the right  doll.”
“Are things okay with Gideon?” Faye asked gently.
“Why do you ask?” Alice demanded. “Christmas  sucks,  whether I’m happy or not!”
“I sort of agree with Alice,” Polly cut in. “Well, I don’t  think Christmas sucks, but I do think it’s gotten far too  commercialized. And it does raise unrealistic expectations.”
“But where’s the joy in life, without unrealistic expectations?” Shirley cried.
Marilyn cocked her head, studying Shirley. “I’m surprised at you, Shirley. I would have thought you’d tell us  that Christmas is a festival of light during the darkest  days. That it’s about hope for new life during the coldest season of the year.”
Shirley blushed. “I do think all that. But you know, I  never got to have children, and my three former husbands were all assholes, so I never had a really happy  Christmas before. I was never with someone I loved,  who loved me in return.”
“So what dreams do you think will come true this  Christmas?” Alice tried to sound casual. She knew it  made Shirley unhappy, but Alice distrusted Shirley’s  beau, that jackal Justin. She just hoped that Shirley understood that this wariness came from her protective  love of her friend.
Shirley gulped. She shouldn’t be nervous, she told herself. When was she going to grow up? When was she  going to stop being a coward? Hadn’t she proven herself  enough already? She’d been the creator of The Haven,  and for two years now, she’d run the spa intelligently,  just as if she were a clever person with good business  sense. Her friends should trust her judgment. They should  be reasonable about her forthcoming announcement.
Yeah, and pigs would fly out her butt.
This Christmas she was going to give Justin a gift that  would change his life. She was certain that even though  he was twelve years younger than she, Justin loved her,  too, just as sincerely. Her Hot Flash friends had to stop  fretting. Sure, Justin was handsome, but if he had looked  at other women—and who could blame him, they were  always looking at him!—that was all he’d done. He was  in her bed every night.
“Well?” Alice prompted. It didn’t take a psychic to  know Shirley was feeling guilty. Something was up.  “You’re giving Justin a computer for Christmas, right?”
“Of course not.” Shirley faked a laugh and sipped  her cocoa, stalling. “He already has one.” What she was  giving Justin cost a lot more than a computer.
But that was nothing compared to what she suspected  he was going to give her.
“Shir–ley,” Alice wheedled, trying not to sound like a  mother looking at a kid with a suspicious bulge in his  backpack.
Shirley stalled. “I’m spending Christmas Day with  Justin and his kids.”
“He’s got three kids, right?” Faye asked.
“Right.” Shirley held up a finger as she munched another bite of cookie. “Spring’s thirteen, her sister Angel  is fifteen. Ben’s ten; he has a different mother from  Spring and Angel. The girls live in Stoneham with their  mother and stepfather, and Ben lives on the Cape with  his mother and grandmother. The girls don’t like Ben  and he doesn’t like them, and Justin would prefer to  have Ben on Christmas Eve and the girls on Christmas  Day, but Ben’s mother insists on having Ben on Christmas Eve and Christmas morning, and the girls’ mother  insists . . . Well, you get the picture.”
“And you think this Christmas is going to be about  making dreams come true?” Polly looked skeptical.
And Alice looked downright disbelieving.
Shirley decided not to tell them now. Why should she,  after all? Justin was the recipient; he should know about  it first. She could tell them later.
“But you see,” she babbled evasively, “I finally have  enough money to give really cool gifts! I’ve never had  this kind of money before—”
Alice shook her head impatiently. “You’re not rich,  Shirley. You’re just solvent, and you’re working hard for  every penny you make, and don’t forget, you’re getting  older and you need to save for the future. You  are sixty-two.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Scrooge,” Shirley sniffed.
Faye, playing peacemaker, changed the subject. “Alice,  are you spending Christmas with Gideon?”
Alice knew she was being headed off at the pass.  But why was she so worried for Shirley when the other  three seemed to be perfectly comfortable with Justin?  “Christmas Eve, we’re having Alan and Jennifer to dinner. They’re going down to the Cape for Christmas Day  with her folks. Christmas Day we’ll spend with Gideon’s  kids.”
“You like them, don’t you?” Polly asked.
“I like them all fine.” Alice let out a big fat sigh. “I  don’t know why I’m so cranky these days.”
“Hormones don’t take holidays,” Polly said.
“It’s not just that,” Alice admitted. “I’ve gotten cranky  since I’ve retired.” Seeing Shirley’s mouth twitch, she said,  “All right, I was probably cranky before I retired. That  might be why I was such a dynamite executive at TransContinent.” Alice shook her head in frustration. Her  boiling energy, creative vigor, and, all right, slightly  anal-compulsive need to get things done right and soon  had carried her into the top echelons of a major insurance company during the days when most women, especially black women, were thrilled to stop scrubbing   corporate floors and become secretaries. Alice had been  someone. She’d been a force. And she missed that.
“You need to find something to do,” Shirley advised.  “Something more than playing bridge.”
“You think I don’t know that?” Alice snapped.
“You need a grandchild,” Faye said in a dreamy voice.
“I already have grandchildren,” Alice reminded her.
“But they live in Texas,” Faye persisted, “and you seldom see them.”
Alice gave Faye a level stare. “Faye, you know children are just not my thing. Oh, I loved my sons like a  mother panther when they were young, and I took good  care of them, even though I worked. I’ve got photo albums full of smiles. But babies in general aren’t my  thing.”
“What will you do if Alan and Jennifer get married  and have children?” Polly asked.
“Let’s not go there.” Alice still didn’t like Jennifer.  And it was not because Jennifer was white. After all, her  four best friends were white. It was more that when  Alice first became aware of Jennifer D’Annucio’s existence, Jennifer had been having an affair with Faye’s  son-in-law, Lars.
Now, Alice, she told herself, don’t be so judgmental.  The best love she’d had in her life had been with a married man when she was thirty-five. She didn’t consider  herself less trustworthy because she’d had that affair,  and she refused to let herself think less of Jennifer for  her affair, either. Still, she was glad handsome Lars and  his family had moved to California, even as she sympathized with Faye, who was all about grandchildren, that  her family was so far away.
“Oh, damn!” Marilyn flew up out of her chair.
“What’s wrong?” Polly asked, alarmed.
Marilyn’s words were muffled as she tugged her  sweater up over her head. She clasped it to her chest for   modesty, her flushed face and chest clear evidence of the  problem.
“I’m so sick of these hot flashes!” she cried.
“Me, too,” Faye commiserated. “I don’t understand  the point of it.”
Marilyn hurried to a window and pressed her burning  face against the cold glass. “Nature’s telling us we’re  past childbearing age.”
“Hel-lo! I know that!” Alice grumbled. “I can look in  the mirror and see that.”
“Nature designed our reproductive systems before  human beings had mirrors.” Marilyn grabbed a magazine and fanned her face. “It’s possible that in the evolutionary process, hot flashes once served a purpose which  has become irrelevant. Perhaps in fifty years, or five hundred, women won’t have hot flashes.”
“I can’t wait that long,” Polly quipped.
“I know,” Marilyn lamented. “It’s not just the surge  of heat I hate. It’s the way it derails my mind. I’m making mistakes when I teach my classes, or I lose my place,  or forget what I’m saying right in the middle of a sentence. It’s embarrassing.”
“At least you don’t gain weight simply by breathing,”  Faye consoled her. “Aubrey’s taking me out to wonderful restaurants so often, I’m ballooning up again.”
“You look wonderful, Faye,” Alice assured her. “I’ve  decided to stop fussing about my weight. I enjoy eating,  and so does Gideon, and he likes me the way I am, nice  and squashable.”
“That’s fine, as long as your health isn’t affected,”  Shirley warned. “Statistics show that the leanest people  live the longest.”
“Yeah, but do they have as much fun?” Rebelliously,  Alice grabbed another cookie.
Marilyn was cooling down. She pulled her sweater  back on and returned to her chair. “I’ve decided to take   a sabbatical starting this June. I keep thinking perhaps  my brain is just overloaded. I mean, in the past two  years my husband left me for a younger woman, I had  the most fabulous sex of my life with a guy who turned  out to be a creep, I met all of you and joined the Hot  Flash Club and the board of The Haven, I became a  grandmother, and I started dating Faraday.”
“That’s enough to blow your fuses,” Alice confirmed.
“What will you do?” Faye asked Marilyn. “Take a  trip? Write a book?”
Marilyn shrugged. “Before I can plan anything, I’ve  got to deal with my mother. I’ll have a chance to see  whether she needs assisted living when she’s here over  Christmas.”
“Christmas,” Shirley crooned happily.
Alice rolled her eyes. “How can you be so perpetually  hopeful?”
“It’s a choice, I guess,” Shirley told her.
Marilyn leaned forward to skewer Shirley with a look.  “Um, you might also add that you have a lover who’s  good in bed, and no demented relatives.”
Polly chuckled. “Remember ‘Old Maid,’ that card  game we played when we were kids?”
“Oh, yes.” Faye grinned. “There were all kinds of crazy  characters who came in pairs. Like Greasy Grimes and  Betty Bumps. But there was just one Old Maid. The  point was to be the one at the end of the game who  didn’t hold the Old Maid.”
“Now the goal is not to be the Old Maid,” Alice  joked.
Polly brushed cookie crumbs off her bosom. “I’m  thinking ‘Old Maid’ was a rehearsal for real life. For example, my daughter-in-law is ‘Princess Insanely Possessive Prig Pot.’ ”
Alice laughed. “Tell us how you really feel, Polly!”
Marilyn giggled. “Yeah, and Faraday’s the ‘Limp  Lothario.’ ”
“Sure, they’re flawed.” Shirley spoke up before the  others came up with an unflattering nickname for Justin.  “But we still love them. We still want them to have a  wonderful Christmas.”
“We can’t make other people happy,” Alice pointed  out sensibly.
“No,” Polly agreed, “we can’t. But we can do everything we can to set the stage for happiness.”
Faye said, “You’re right, Polly. That’s what I’m going  to do this Christmas, for my daughter and my granddaughter and my son-in-law.”
“That’s what we’ll all do for those we love,” Shirley  said.
“I’ll drink to that.” Alice raised her mug.
“I’ll drink to that, too,” Polly said, “but first, can I  have more Reddi wip?”

2 
ON THE NIGHT BEFORE CHRISTMAS, ALL THROUGH  the house, Faye wandered in her robe. It was two A.M.  She was completely incapable of sleep. This afternoon,  her daughter Laura, her son-in-law Lars, and her adorable baby granddaughter were arriving for the holidays.  Faye was so excited she was nearly demented.
Megan was three years old now, and Faye was going  to give the little girl a Christmas she’d remember always!  In her exuberance, Faye had put up not one, but three  Christmas trees.
The largest one was in front of the living room window. She loved the way the tree looked from outside,  framed perfectly by the window, the lights shining with  the radiance of home. She’d decorated it with all the ornaments she and Jack had used when Laura was a child.
The second tree was in the kitchen. Inspired by Polly’s  gingerbread ornaments for the tree at The Haven, Faye  had rummaged around at the back of her utensil drawer  and found her box of Christmas cookie cutters. All day,  Faye had baked and decorated in a kind of domestic  trance. She’d filled five bags of frosting with different  colors and let her much-ignored artistic side go wild as  she squeezed smiling faces and silly designs on sugar  Santas and snickerdoodle stars for her kitchen tree.
But the pièce de résistance was in Megan’s bedroom,  where Faye had put a tiny Christmas tree in a pink pot  with white bunnies. She’d decorated it with miniature  lights and twenty-five fairies. There were twenty-five  simply because Faye had made them all herself, out of  pipe cleaners, yarn, papier-mâché, and fabric. It had  been meticulous, intricate work, and by the time she’d  finished the twenty-fifth fairy, her body refused to do  more. Her back, arms, and eyes ached from concentrating on such minutiae. She felt as bent and twisted as an  ancient Chinese peasant after years of embroidering  silks. But the tree, when finished, was magical,  a little  girl’s fantasy of fairies, sequins, tulle, beads, and bows.
Faye could not wait to see Megan’s face when she saw  the trees!
She hadn’t ignored Laura and Lars, either. Piles of gorgeously wrapped presents surrounded the living room  tree, and in the late afternoon, about twenty of Laura  and Lars’s closest friends were arriving for an informal  holiday party. Faye was making her father’s famous eggnog, which involved a sinful amount of vanilla ice cream  and bourbon. The refrigerator was stuffed with cheeses  and exotic olives, caviar and salmon. In the early afternoon, she’d start putting together little canapés for the  party, just before she drove out to the airport.
For now, since she had insomnia, she might as well set  up the dining room table for the party. Maybe that would  tire her out and she’d be able to catch a few hours’ sleep.  She knew she was in a state of holiday hysteria. Perhaps  finalizing a few more preparations would calm her down.  Kneeling, she reached into the bottom of the kitchen  cupboard to dig out the enormous crystal punch bowl.  It hadn’t been used for three years, not since her husband Jack died, and the sight of it released a flood of  memories.
She and Jack had been married for thirty-five years.   His death had opened the floodgates of a dark ocean in  her heart, with powerful tides beyond her control and  waves that pulled her under and threatened to keep her  there. Her ability to paint the beautiful still lifes and  scenes that had once brought her joy and some small renown had drowned in grief, too. Nine months after his  death, Faye had tried to paint again, only to discover  that her work was accurate, but without soul, vibrancy,  resonance. She gave it up. Another enormous loss.
Thank heavens for her daughter and granddaughter  and for the love of her Hot Flash friends, her lifelines to  the living world.
She rose, lifting the punch bowl to the counter. Had  the damned thing always been so heavy? Yes, but she’d  been younger, stronger, once. At times like this, her body  made her age quite clear. Carrying it over to the sink was  such an effort, it brought on a hot flash. She tore off her  robe, ran a glass of cold water, and held it to her forehead, trying to cool down.
The gingerbread people smiled at her from the kitchen  Christmas tree. Jack would have wanted Faye to go on  with her life, to savor every moment of it, to be happy.  And she wanted to provide a good role model for her  daughter. So she had muddled on as cheerfully as she  knew how.
It had been tough, selling the house where she and  Jack had raised Laura. It had been like severing the line  to a gleaming yacht whose cargo was the domestic reality of her younger life—favorite fabrics, familiar wood,  comforting patterns of light falling through windows—  and watching it float off into the mists, gone forever.
But the money she’d been able to give Laura and Lars  had helped them buy their own home. More than that,  it had served as a kind of bridge away from a rough  patch in their marriage. Faye would have given up anything to help her daughter.
And this past year of living in the little condo at The  Haven had been good for Faye in many ways. She’d  learned to appreciate new spaces, new views, new possibilities. Now that she’d settled into her own new little  house, she thought she might be able to enjoy quite a  few years of contentment. Perhaps, even, of happiness.
She was doing work she loved, teaching courses in art  and art therapy at The Haven. She had as full a social  calendar as she wanted, cheerfully punctuated at least  once a month with a Friday-night Hot Flash Club dinner at Legal Seafoods.
And now she was actually dating. Seriously dating. It  was amusing, and terrifying, too.
“What would you have thought of Aubrey, Jack?”  Faye asked, a little startled by the sound of her voice in  the silence of the kitchen. “If you want me to stop dating him, you’d better give me a sign.”
She had met Aubrey Sperry this April at The Haven’s  spring open house, and to her immense surprise, the attraction between them had been mutual, immediate, and  intense. They’d kissed the first night they met, like a couple of hot-blooded teenagers, in the parking lot of The  Haven, stretching toward one another over the gearshift  of Aubrey’s Jaguar. His mouth had tasted like peppermints, and his fine white hair had been soft as down. His  fingers along her neck, his kisses on her throat, had been  as delicate and tantalizing as the first drops of spring  rain, and only because she didn’t want to startle him did  she refrain from shouting out, “Hallelujah!” for her body  did feel born again.
But a sharp rapping on the window had startled them.  They’d pulled apart to find Carolyn, Aubrey’s only child  and extraordinarily bossy daughter, glaring at them, as  if she were Aubrey’s mother and was about to yank him  out of the car and spank him for misbehaving.
Faye could understand Carolyn’s possessive concerns.   Carolyn and Aubrey shared the ownership and responsibility for the Sperry Paper Company, which had been  handed down through the generations. No wonder Carolyn had freaked out when, the previous fall, Aubrey  had, on a whim, married a much younger woman who  had appeared naïve and sweet but turned out to be manipulative and mercenary.
In a way, Faye had been part of the chain of responsibility for this revelation. She, Alice, Marilyn, and  Shirley, the founders of the Hot Flash Club and of The  Haven, had followed their chosen life directive, which  was, in a word, Interfere. They’d realized that four of  The Haven’s clients needed help, so they’d organized a  special Jacuzzi/aromatherapy encounter for the women,  who quickly became friends, and did what women friends  have done since the beginning of time: plotted clever ways  to solve one another’s problems. Aubrey’s wife’s deceitful scheme was destroyed, and Aubrey’s brief marriage  was annulled.
And Aubrey’s ego was crushed. He was seventy. He’d  wanted to be youthful and virile. Instead, he’d been exposed as a fool.
In their most intimate, tender moments together,  Aubrey had confessed his humiliation to Faye. He did  not go so far as to say that he was anxious about his  possible sexual performance, but their initial adolescent  lust was cooled by the realities of life and aging. Faye let  him know that she could be patient. After all, she was  anxious, too.
They’d been dating for almost eight months now, and  had not yet progressed past affectionate kisses and fraternal hugs. But that was all right. They’d both been so  overwhelmed with moving houses.
Faye had done the lion’s share of sorting through her  possessions of over thirty years when, the year before,  she’d sold her house and pared down to the bare necessities for her condo at The Haven. She’d sold some of  her heirlooms, given stuff away, and rented a storage facility for furniture with which she couldn’t bear to part.
It had been fun for a while, in a clean, crisp kind of  way, to live in small rooms on the third floor of a building whose grounds were groomed by professional gardeners. But quickly she realized she wanted to have her  own place, with her own yard, her own flowers, her  own bird feeders.
So she’d bought this little Cape Cod located halfway  between The Haven, where she taught part time, and  Boston, with its theater, museums, and art galleries.  During the past few months, in a kind of domestic ecstasy, she’d chosen new rugs, new wallpapers, new furniture, and unpacked her treasures from the storage  units, rediscovering each beloved possession with a new  delight. She’d hung her favorite still life, the painting  Jack had loved the most, one she’d painted only a year  before his death, above the mantel in the living room.  She hoped it might inspire her to return to her work.
So far, she hadn’t set up her easel or picked up a brush.
But in the fall, she’d planned and planted her garden  with spring blooms. Digging into the ground, crumbling  rich fertilizer into the dark earth, preparing healthy beds  for the plump garlic-shaped bulbs, had been a satisfying  and deeply sensual experience. She felt connected to  the land, as if she’d planted part of her heart among the  flowers. Afterward, she was too tired for much more  than a microwave dinner and an evening with a book.  She didn’t miss the energetic demands of sexual passion,  and she very much enjoyed the daily phone conversations with Aubrey.
Aubrey’s relocation had been much more complicated. He, his daughter Carolyn, her husband Hank,  and their baby had lived in a magnificent, if slightly Edward Gorey–esque, Victorian mansion riding high on a   hill overlooking the town of Sperry. Big as an ark, the  dwelling had been built by Aubrey’s grandmother at the  turn of the century, when servants as well as family were  housed there. Aubrey had his own wing, and Carolyn  had hers, and there were common rooms, and a plucky,  though overwhelmed, housekeeper, who tried to keep  the pantries full and the dust at least rearranged.
But the house was dark and inconvenient. Hank had  been the one to suggest they move. He and Carolyn had  bought a modern, sleek, practical new house near the  mill, where Carolyn was executive vice president. Aubrey,  officially president but eagerly easing out of the position, letting Carolyn take over the reins, had opted to  buy a handsome apartment forty minutes to the east, in  the middle of Boston, on Beacon Hill, near his various  private clubs and the restaurants he loved to frequent.
The process of breaking up the Sperry home, which  was practically a museum, and would actually become a  museum for the town, was a staggeringly exhausting endeavor. The Sperrys had antiques and oil paintings needing expert appraisal, and it all required the services of  several lawyers, which of course made the process even  more time-consuming. Some weeks passed when Aubrey  barely had the energy to phone Faye to say hello before  he tumbled into bed.
So it was no wonder they hadn’t yet tumbled into bed  together.
It just might prove to be a problem, Faye thought,  leaning against the kitchen counter, staring out her window at the moonlight on the snow, that she and Aubrey  had not been able to consummate their relationship before they remembered how old, creaky, and saggy they  were. Now that they had the time and the distance to regard the matter intelligently, they both had gotten shy  about their aging bodies.
Aubrey was such an elegant man, with a luxurious   wardrobe and courtly manners, so meticulous about his  grooming. He was actually shocked, Faye thought, to  find that in spite of his rigorous personal hygiene, his  body had betrayed him. Arthritis made him stoop and  creak. He had to pop pills or suffer painful indigestion  and even so, what he called “dyspepsia” called up embarrassing burps at inappropriate times and often, if  he forgot his medicine, made him nearly double over in  pain. His beautiful white hair was thinning, his pink  scalp showing through, the few surviving strands at the  front of his head crinkling and refusing to lie down,  waving in the air like survivors from a sinking ship.
Still, he was head-turningly handsome. Faye enjoyed  entering a party or the theater on his arm. More than  that, she enjoyed looking at him, admiring his aristocratic profile, the way his face changed subtly when he  was amused or aroused. Because she was thirteen years  younger, she thought she’d be able to shut out the wailing Greek chorus of her own vanity when they ever did  get around to making love—especially if they kept the  lights off.
What would Laura think of Aubrey? Faye had told  her daughter all about him, and Laura had assured her  mother she was delighted to know Faye was dating.  Aubrey was coming to the little Christmas Eve party  tonight and would stay for a cozy family dinner afterward.
Faye imagined it: the four of them around the table,  Aubrey charming Laura and Lars as they talked, and  adorable little Megan on Faye’s lap. It had been six  months since Faye had flown out to California to visit  her daughter’s family. Yes, they had “talked” via their  web-cams almost every day, but children took shy easily.  Would Megan allow Faye to put her to bed? Faye had  bought a rocking chair for Megan’s room. Closing her  eyes, she conjured up a vision of perfect holiday happiness: rocking her granddaughter to sleep, softly singing  the same lullabies she’d once sung to Laura, gazing down  at her grandchild’s face, while downstairs the others got  to know one another over coffee and Dutch apple pie,  Laura’s favorite dessert.
Her thoughts lulled her. The sweet, heavy brandy of  sleepiness flowed through her blood, weighing down her  limbs. Leaving the punch bowl on the counter, Faye left  the kitchen and, flicking off the lights as she went, returned to the living room. She lay on her side on the  sofa, pulling a woven tapestry throw over her for  warmth. This familiar old trick had often allowed her to  sink into sleep on nights when she tossed and turned in  her own bed. She knew she would sleep now, and she  was so grateful.
The lights of the Christmas tree shone in the room,  like dozens of bright angels keeping watch.
Faye woke to find the sun streaming in. Great! No  weather problems would keep Laura’s plane from landing.
She stretched, feeling wonderfully rested. Glancing at  the clock, she gave a little cry of terror—she’d slept almost until nine o’clock!
Racing into the kitchen, she started her coffee, then  phoned American Airlines to see whether Laura’s plane  had left yet. A robotic voice presented “options,” but of  course the option to speak with a living human being  wasn’t one of them. Faye had to suffer through several  minutes of pushing buttons and negotiating with a system that somehow, even though computerized, managed  to be as smug and implacable as a high school principal.  And it was like being back in school; it was like taking a  test. The computer had all the power. She had to concentrate fiercely on what the robot said, and if, God forbid,   she pressed the wrong number, she’d flunk and have to  start all over again.
The whole process was so infuriating, it made her erupt  in a Mount St. Helens of a hot flash. Really, Faye thought,  there should be an option for menopausal women, who  could scarcely remember their own names: “If you  belong to the Hot Flash Club, press I for Insane and  someone will be with you instantly.”
Finally she keyed in the flight number and was connected to an information bank. Laura’s flight had not  yet departed.
Oh, no! The plane was due to leave at nine in the  morning, and it was two minutes after nine! What had  happened? Weren’t they going to be able to make it?  There couldn’t be a blizzard in California—my God!  What if there’d been an earthquake?
She raced into her tiny family room and turned on the  television, quickly clicking the remote control to CNN.  After a few minutes of watching the news, she calmed  down. No earthquake reported. No disaster in L.A.  All right. Fine. Everything was fine. The plane might be  late——because while it was nine o’clock here, it was only  six o’clock on the West Coast, she remembered, laughing out loud with relief. What an idiot she was! She had  to calm down!
She finished her coffee, then went into the dining  room, found the damask tablecloth, and flapped it out—  she’d always liked the way the cloth flew out, exuberant,  like a bird delighted to spread its white wings—over the  long dining room table. As she drank her coffee, she nibbled on Christmas cookies and her homemade, salted,  candied pecans. Perhaps not the healthiest breakfast,  but it was the holidays, hardly time even to consider dieting.
She rinsed the punch bowl and set it on the table, then   brought out the punch cups, the ladle, the Christmas  napkins, the pitchers for juice and sparkling water for  those who didn’t want punch, the plates, and the silver.  She stacked Christmas CDs in her stereo player.
When the phone rang, she jumped so hard she nearly  launched herself into space.
“Hello, my dear,” Aubrey said. “I thought I’d check in  to see if you need anything for tonight.”
“Oh, thanks, Aubrey, that’s so kind of you.” His voice  made her smile. “But I think I’ve got it under control.  I’m just scurrying around, getting things ready for the  little party.”
“Then I won’t keep you,” Aubrey told her. “But you  know I’m here if you need me. You’ve got my cell phone  number.”
She grinned like a schoolgirl. How sweet was that, to  say I’m here if you need me! Oh, gosh, this really was  going to be the best Christmas ever!
She unwrapped the twisted red, white, and green  Christmas candles and put them in their tall silver holders. When the florist arrived with the flowers she’d ordered for the mantel, dining room table, and guest  room, Faye was still in her robe, with so much left to do.
Hurriedly she showered and dressed, then drove off to  pick up the turkey and the bluefish pâté from the health  food store. She stopped at Wilson’s Farm to buy apples,  oranges, clementines, grapes, and several kinds of sweet  rolls for tomorrow morning’s breakfast. Her pantry and  freezer were crammed with food already, but she wanted  to have an abundance, wanted no one to be deprived of  a thing.
It took her four trips to carry everything from the car  to the house, and by the time she’d unpacked it all, she  was drenched from a hot flash and trembling. Collapsing on a chair, she munched whatever was closest on the  kitchen table. A few grapes. An onion bagel with a chunk   of cheddar. She brewed a new pot of decaf with one  hand while punching numbers in the phone handset  with the other. Yes, the flight from L.A. had left on time,  and was expected to arrive in Boston on time.
Her heart leapt with joy.
She’d better get busy! A huge pan of lasagna was in  her refrigerator, dinner for tonight after the holiday  cocktail party, so that was under control. It was the  party itself she had to get ready for. She clicked on the  radio to the classical station and heavenly Christmas  music accompanied her as she chopped, diced, stirred,  and spread.
Her hand was trembling. She needed something to  calm her down—a glass of wine? No! She had to drive  out to the airport in just—oh my God, in just one hour!  She would not allow herself to impair her already excited senses. Chocolate. She needed chocolate.
From the freezer, she took a pint of Ben and Jerry’s  New York Super Fudge Chunk, which she’d always  found worked better than a trip to the psychiatrist  and a  couple of Valium, and faster. So what if she automatically gained two pounds? It was the holidays; she had  no time to worry about her weight.
She nuked the ice cream in the microwave for thirty  seconds, just the perfect amount of time to get it to the  perfect degree of melted richness. Digging a spoon in,  she ate directly from the carton as she rushed upstairs to  dress. Quickly, she removed her shirt and pulled on a  Christmas sweater she’d ordered especially to please her  granddaughter. Bright red, it was decorated with a scene  of Santa in his sleigh, his sack bulging with presents,  his white beard blowing back in the wind. The string  of reindeer wrapped around the sweater, ending with  Rudolph with his red nose on Faye’s back shoulder.
Admiring the sweater, her eye fell on her clock. Oh,  no! It was already one forty-five. Laura’s plane landed at   Logan at three! It would take Faye a good hour to drive  there, and that would be only if the traffic was not too  congested.
Hurriedly, she kicked off the ancient loafers she wore  to do housework, grabbed the half-eaten carton of ice  cream, and started down the stairs in her thick wool  socks. Her purse was on the hall table. She’d pull on her  boots, coat, gloves, and just go. The car keys were in—
Suddenly, she slipped. Her body was sailing in the air.
“AAAH!” she cried, throwing out her hands to grab  something,  anything. In a flash, she hit the wood floor at  the foot of the stairs. Her head hit hard on the last step.  For a moment she actually saw stars. Then everything  went black.
She was dreaming of Christmas when a car alarm  sounded rudely in the distance. Why was she sprawled  out on the cold, hard surface of a parking lot? And who  had run over her? Why wasn’t someone coming to help  her?
Faye opened her eyes. She was collapsed in the front  hall. Her ankle hurt. Her back hurt. Over in the corner,  by the umbrella stand, lay an ice-cream carton in a puddle of brown liquid.
The noise wasn’t a car alarm; it was the telephone.  She’d been lying here long enough for the ice cream to  melt—Laura!
Faye pushed herself up. A searing pain shot through  her, beginning in her neck and radiating out to her  shoulders and back.
The phone continued to ring. Carefully, Faye turned  her arm so she could see her watch. Three thirty-seven.  Laura’s plane had landed, and here Faye was, on the  floor.
“All right,” she said to herself in the calm voice she’d  used years ago when Laura was a child, “it’s going to be   all right. If you can’t pick up Laura and Lars and Megan,  they’ll simply grab a cab. They’re not helpless. You need  to get yourself to the kitchen, swallow a couple of aspirin, and you’ll be fine.”
Slowly, sensibly, she tried to roll over.
Her left ankle exploded in fireworks.
She fell back against the newel post, eyes closed, gasping with pain.
“Shit!” she cursed. “This isn’t right. This is terrible!  It’s Christmas!”
The phone continued to ring, a shrill, demanding, exasperating sound.
Well, if she couldn’t walk to the phone, she’d damn  well crawl. 
Resting her left ankle on top of her right knee, she  pushed with her right foot. Awkwardly, like a debilitated seal, she scooted on her back down the hall.
Someday, she knew, she would find this funny.
Right now, she felt only pain and frustration.
Tears ran down her cheeks. The phone rang and rang.  After what seemed like a century, she bumped off the  wood floor and onto the tile of the kitchen. A few more  shoves, and she reached the alcove where she kept her  phone book and phone. The demon clamped on her neck  would not allow her to sit up, so she lifted her good leg  and clumsily kicked at the ringing phone until it clunked  to the floor.
“Mom?” a tinny voice said.
Grimacing in agony, Faye reached over and grabbed  the handset.
“Laura!”
“Mom? I’ve been calling for ages. We’re at the airport, we—”
“Laura, I’ve fallen and I can’t get up.”
Laura laughed. For a moment, Faye was horrified.  How could Laura laugh at her? Then she remembered   the television ad for an alarm button one could wear  around one’s neck. The actress who displayed it was a  little old lady who quavered, “I’ve fallen and I can’t get  up.” For some reason, which at the moment completely  escaped Faye, she and Laura had always laughed maniacally at this ad, and so had everyone else she knew.
“I’m not joking, Laura.” Faye strained to sound firm  instead of frantic. “I fell down the stairs. I’ve twisted my  ankle, and I’ve done something to my neck.”
“Oh, poor Mommy!”
Laura’s words were muffled. Faye could hear her repeating the information to Lars.
“Listen, Mommy,” Laura said, clear once again.  “We’re going to grab a cab to the house. I want you to  hang up now and phone your neighbors. Have someone  get over there—”
“Darling, I can wait until you and Lars get here.”
“No, Mommy,” Laura insisted. “You need to get  medical attention as soon as possible. I don’t want you  lying on the cold kitchen floor, and if you’ve injured  yourself, you’ll need to have it taken care of as soon as  possible. Who knows how long it’s going to take us to  get a cab here at the airport the day before Christmas?  You should absolutely  not wait.”
Faye was speechless. Who was this person ordering  her around? Three years ago, Laura had been a neurotic  mass of indecision. Obviously motherhood had opened  up new pathways in her brain.
“I hate to bother people on Christmas Eve,” Faye  equivocated. “And I haven’t really gotten to know anyone well enough—”
“Then phone 911.”
Who are you and what have you done with the real  Laura?  Faye wanted to demand. “Oh, Laura, surely  that’s a little dramatic.”
“Mom. Can you stand up? No, right? That’s not dramatic. That’s real. Your health is real. Why do you think  there’s a 911 in the first place? I’m going to hang up  now. You phone 911. I’ll phone you back in a few minutes.” Decisively, she clicked off.
Faye felt like a giant tuna as she lay gasping on the  kitchen floor. A really pissed-off giant tuna. She understood that Laura was trying to be helpful, but did she  have to sound so bossy? Her daughter had been so officious! She’d made Faye feel like a child. A helpless, indecisive, pathetic little child! I’ll be damned, Faye thought  perversely, if I’m going to dial 911. She wasn’t exactly  old, feeble, and desolate! She had a gentleman friend—  although she didn’t want Aubrey to see her like this, a  quivering pile of helpless blubber. Well, she had her Hot  Flash friends—Polly! Polly was dating Hugh, who was a  doctor!
She pressed the dial button for Polly.
The answering machine came on. Cheerful Polly had  taped a few measures of Christmas carols before and  after her message, and Faye nearly snarled with impatience as she waited for the beep.
“Polly? It’s Faye, and I’ve done something really stupid. I’ve fallen, and I think I hurt my neck, and I was  wondering whether Hugh might be there, perhaps he  could suggest something . . .”
Faye clicked off. Who knew when Polly would get the  message? Maybe she was better, now that she’d rested.  She tried to sit up. Her neck made her literally scream  with pain. Fine! She punched Alice’s number.
“Hello?”
Thank God! Alice was home. She listened to Faye’s  appeal, and broke into a hearty laugh. “I told you  Christmas sucks! I’ll be right there.”
Laura called again. “Mom, we’re in line to get a cab.  Looks like it will be a twenty-minute wait. Did you  phone 911?”
“Help is on the way,” Faye dissembled. “Now, darling,  I’ll probably be gone when you get here, so the spare  key is under the porcupine boot-scraper on the front  stoop—”
“Gee, Mom, why don’t you just paint a sign: Want to  burgle me? Look in the most obvious place!”
Faye swallowed a retort. “Your beds are all made up,  and the food for the party is completely prepared.”  Without warning, an enormous wave of self-pity swept  up through her chest. She burst into tears.
“Mommy?” Laura’s voice softened.
“I won’t be here to see Megan see her bedroom and  her little tree!” Faye cried.
“Well, of course you will,” Laura said sensibly. “Your  injuries don’t sound life-threatening. Look, Mommy,  don’t worry about anything. Just focus on taking care of  yourself, okay?”
“Okay,” Faye agreed. She knew Laura was being kind,  but her words made her feel like some kind of decrepit  old invalid.
But damn, she was some kind of decrepit old invalid,  if she couldn’t even get up off the floor!
Really, she couldn’t believe this. Not this, now, on  Christmas Eve. Not with her granddaughter coming.  Faye couldn’t help it. She broke into serious sobs of self-pity, boo-hooing so hard it hurt her neck and her sinuses  clogged up with mucus and she couldn’t even get up to  get a handkerchief to blow her nose.
The front door banged and Alice swept into the house.  From Faye’s vantage point on the floor, Alice looked even  taller than she really was. She wore her ankle-length  mink—no one would dare spit on Alice!—and it billowed around her like a monarch’s mantle as she strode  across the kitchen floor.
“Good grief, honey, you look awful!” Alice knelt next  to Faye. “Where does it hurt?”
“My ankle. And my neck.”
“Your neck, huh? Can’t take any chances with that.  I’m going to call 911, get an ambulance here. Don’t  argue. And you’re cold as ice.”
In just seconds, Alice had the phone in one hand and  a blanket in the other, multitasking, as usual.
Four hours later, at eight o’clock on Christmas Eve,  Faye was released from Mount Auburn Hospital. She’d  been examined, x-rayed, ultrasounded, fitted with a soft  ankle cast, presented with crutches, and enclosed in a  neck brace that squeezed the flab around her jaw-line  up, so her head seemed to be resting on a ring of Silly  Putty.
“I look like a walrus,” Faye complained.
“And a very pretty one, too,” Laura assured her.
Alice had stayed with Faye for the first three hours,  until Laura could get her husband and child settled in  her mother’s house. Then Laura drove Faye’s car to the  hospital so Alice could return to her own Christmas Eve  plans.
The good news was that no bones were broken. Faye’s  ankle was only sprained, but sprains could be the devil  to heal, the physician assured her. She had to stay off her  feet.
Christmas, and she had to stay off her feet!
The bad news was that the tests had revealed Faye’s  neck showed signs of osteoarthritis, caused by aging.  Faye moaned when the physician told her that. Now,  when everyone asked her what had happened, she’d  have to confess that she was aging. As if it weren’t already apparent. None of her vertebrae were cracked,  but she was supposed to wear her neck brace for the   next few days, to support her neck and her weakened,  arthritic old neck bones.
“It couldn’t have happened at a better time,” Laura  assured Faye as they drove through the dark evening.  “Lars and I are here, we can take care of you. You can  lounge about in bed or on the sofa and we’ll wait on you  hand and foot.”
“But it’s Christmas!” Faye protested. She’d forced  herself to be cheerful in the hospital, but now here  came the tears again. She’d had the pain medication prescription filled but refused to take one of the pills until  bedtime. She didn’t want to be dizzy and drugged on  Christmas Eve. She had taken two aspirin, which helped,  but they didn’t completely alleviate the pain. The whole  time it was as if someone were pressing an iron set to  “linen” up against her neck.
Laura reached over to pat her mother’s hand. “Hey,  remember. If Fate gives you lemons, make lemonade!”
“Oh, no!” Faye groaned. How many times during  Laura’s childhood had Faye given her exactly that advice? “Did that irritate you as much as it irritates me?”
Laura tossed her a grin. “What do you think?”
Faye smiled, sniffing back her tears. It was, after all,  lovely  to be in her daughter’s company again. And if  Laura had become, well,  assertive, that was a good  thing, a sign she’d really grown up. Faye closed her eyes,  resting. She’d have some Champagne when they got  home. Certainly there’d be plenty of it. The new übercompetent Laura had used her cell phone to call everyone who was invited to the Christmas Eve party to  explain Faye’s fall and regretfully cancel. What a disappointment for Laura and Lars, to miss seeing their  friends! And all that food going to waste!
Aubrey had been wonderful, though. He’d wanted to  come to the hospital, but Faye had asked him not to—  she hadn’t known how long she’d be there, not to mention (and she did not mention) how very much she did  not want him to see her in such a vulnerable and unattractive state, carted around in a hospital gown like a  suet pudding.
When Faye got the news that she was going home,  she’d phoned Aubrey again, and he agreed to drive to  her house so he could meet Laura and her family. So,  they would manage to have, if not a perfect Christmas  Eve, at least a pleasant one. The blow to Faye’s vanity  from Aubrey seeing her in a neck brace and on crutches  would be balanced out by the windfall of his very presence in her life. She was so glad to have her daughter  know she could attract such an elegant, charming man.  She was even a little proud about it.
“Your new house is adorable,” Laura said, as they  pulled into Faye’s drive. “Gosh, is that a Jag?”
Faye’s spirits rose as they parked behind her beau’s elegant vehicle. “Yes, it’s Aubrey’s.”
“Nice.”
“He’s nice, too.” Faye smiled like a satisfied cat. It was  all going to be all right. The lights on the Christmas tree  twinkled gaily in the living room window. The wreath  swathed in candy-stripe ribbons brightened the front  door. Soon she’d be settled on the sofa with a glass of  Champagne and her granddaughter on her lap and her  loving family gathered all around, getting to know her  delightful gentleman friend.
Laura rushed around to open the car door and assist  Faye in the cumbersome task of hopping out and onto  the crutches without hurting her neck or ankle. Slowly,  Faye toddled up the walk, swinging the crutches clumsily, not yet used to the rhythm, feeling rather like a  piece of unassembled furniture.
Laura opened the door. Faye bumbled inside. Too  eager to wait to take off her coat, she clumped into the   living room, leaning on her crutches, her head wobbling  on its brace like a bobble-head doll.
Aubrey was standing by the fireplace, a glass of scotch  in his hand. Lars was kneeling by the Christmas tree,  Megan next to him, looking at all the packages.
Sweet, darling little Megan! She wore the red sweater  with the white snowman that Faye had knitted for her.  And a pair of jeans, and a pair of those dreadful Doc  Martens boots the young seemed so obsessed with. Why  would Laura buy those for her little girl? Still, it was  Megan.
“Megan!” Faye cried with delight. She swung one  of her crutches forward, hurrying toward her granddaughter.
Megan’s eyes grew wide with alarm as she watched  Faye lurch toward her like a creature from a sci-fi film.  With a shriek, she threw herself into her father’s arms.
“Honey, honey,” Lars soothed. “It’s Nanny. You remember Nanny. You talk to her every day on the computer phone. She gave you your pink princess doll.”
Megan stared. Her lower lip quivered.
“It’s the crutches.” Faye hurried to make excuses for  her grandchild, even though her feelings were crushed.  “And the neck brace.” She backed away, not wanting to  traumatize Megan any more than she already had, and  as she did, a fierce hot flash exploded through her. Sweat  popped out on her forehead. Her underarms were ovens.  Her entire body itched with heat and irritation. In front  of everyone she loved, she was turning into a walking  prickly pear cactus.
Dropping her crutches, she hobbled around on one  foot, clawing at her coat, desperate to get out of it.
Megan gawked and tightened her grasp around her  father’s neck.
Laura hurried over. “Here, Mommy, let me help you.”
“I’ll support her while you take her coat off,” Aubrey  suggested.
Together, Aubrey and Laura got Faye out of her coat  and onto the sofa, with her bad ankle elevated. Aubrey  put a flute of cold Champagne in her hand.
“Thank you,” Faye said. “Just what the doctor ordered.” She tossed back a hearty slurp, then held the  cool glass to her forehead.
Megan clung to her father, peering in Faye’s direction  from the safety of his shoulder.
“She’s gotten shy recently,” Laura confessed, easily  curling up on the floor next to Faye. “It’s not just you.  I’m sure she’ll come around.”
“Did she see her bedroom?” Faye asked.
“Oh, yes, Mommy, it’s amazing. Although Megan’s  going to sleep with us while we’re here. The shy business  again. I know she’ll get over it, but until she does, we’re  allowing her to sleep with us whenever we’re away from  home.”
“Oh,” Faye said in a very small voice. “I see.”
“I think Megan’s hungry,” Lars announced. “I wouldn’t  mind eating, either.”
“The refrigerator—” Faye began, automatically struggling to get off the sofa and into the kitchen.
“Don’t move, Mommy,” Laura ordered. “I’ve seen the  tons of food you’ve prepared. I’ll organize a dinner for  us all, here in the living room. We’ll put everything on  the coffee table. Lars and Megan and I can sit on the  floor. It will be fun, like an indoor picnic!”
“Let’s go help Mommy.” Lars carried his clinging  daughter out of the room.
Faye looked mournfully over at Aubrey. “I feel like a  beached whale.”
“You need more of Dr. Sperry’s Miracle Tonic.”  Aubrey poured more Champagne for them both, then  gently lifted her legs so that he could sit on the other end   of the sofa with her feet in his lap. “Merry Christmas,  Faye,” he said, raising his glass in a toast.
“Merry Christmas, Aubrey,” Faye echoed. She sipped  the cold elixir. “Oh, Aubrey, I’m so glad you’re here! But  with this neck brace on, I look like—Burl Ives!”
Aubrey laughed. “That’s all right, Faye,” he assured  her, patting her ankle. “I can’t see very well.”
Their mutual laughter made Faye relax, surrendering  into the comfort of the cushions. The Christmas tree  twinkled merrily, and from the kitchen floated the aromas of food being warmed. It wasn’t the Christmas Eve  she’d dreamed of, but it would certainly be one Faye  would always remember.
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POLLY STEERED HER CAR INTO THE GARAGE AND  clicked the door closed. She staggered into the kitchen,  her arms full of last-minute holiday groceries. She’d  probably bought too much, but better too much than  too little, that was her opinion.
The light on her answering machine was blinking. She  listened to the message as she took off her cap, gloves,  and muffler.
Faye, asking for help!
“Oh, Faye!” Polly cried. Hurriedly, she dialed her  number.
A male voice answered.
“Hello, this is Polly Lodge, I’m a friend of Faye’s, she  phoned—”
“Hi, Polly, this is Lars, Faye’s son-in-law. Faye’s gone  off to the hospital with Alice. Laura’s on her way there  now. I’m here with Megan.”
“Is Faye all right?”
“I think she will be. She fell down the stairs. Sprained  or broke her ankle, did something to her neck.”
“Oh, dear, and at Christmas!”
“I’ll have her call you when she gets back, okay?”
“That would be great. Thanks, Lars.”
Polly hung up the phone and just stood in the middle   of her kitchen, miserable. Darn it! She had missed a rare  opportunity.
As the newest member of the Hot Flash Club, she  often felt like the baby sister scrambling to catch up with  the big kids. Faye, Alice, Marilyn, and Shirley had met a  year before Polly met them, and during that year they’d  gotten up to all sorts of adventures and formed a tight  bond of sisterhood. Polly was thrilled to be admitted to  this casual club, but she wanted more. She wanted to be  closer to all of them, or at least to one of them.
Looking down, she saw her ancient basset hound, Roy  Orbison, sitting patiently at her feet, staring up at her.
“Oh, Roy!” She knelt to pet and hug him. “You’re  right. I can’t stand here daydreaming! We’ve got a lot  to do.”
Her son, his wife, and their toddler, little Jehoshaphat,  were coming to her house for Christmas Eve. Polly felt  like she was preparing for a delegation from another  planet.
David dwelt with his vegetarian wife Amy and their  darling baby Jehoshaphat on a farm outside Boston.  Amy’s parents lived there, too, just up the driveway, and  together they all grew vegetables and ran a precious  little country store full of sour homemade jellies and  scratchy hand-knitted apparel affordable only to the  wealthiest and purest of souls.
Polly often wondered at the currents of fate driving her  family line. Her grandparents had struggled to survive  on a potato farm in Ireland. Her parents had lived as  penny-pinching but respectable citizens in South Boston.  Polly had gone to college, where she met and married  a handsome, adventurous, unreliable travel writer and  explorer. Scott got Polly pregnant, then roamed away,  eventually dying in a scuba-diving accident. Polly had  raised their son David alone, until she met the love of  her life, Tucker Lodge, a banker. Their marriage had been   a happy one. David had adored his stepfather and, after  college, had gone to work in Tucker’s bank. Then Tucker  died of a heart attack. And David married Amy. And  now Polly’s son was a farmer planting potatoes on Amy’s  parents’ farm. Was there a potato-planting gene in her  blood?
Well, Polly thought as she unpacked the groceries,  wouldn’t it be nice if that was the explanation? Wouldn’t  it be helpful if, in future years, scientists isolated genes  responsible for certain life choices, such as marrying  someone diametrically different from one’s parents? She  had certainly done that, shell-shocking her timid, safety-loving parents when she married her first husband.
Since her son’s marriage to Amy, Polly had spent hours  examining her early life choices. Really, she didn’t think  the desire to shock, hurt, or impress her parents had  played any part in her marriage to Scott. She’d been infatuated, completely dazzled by the man. He’d seemed  so glamorous to her, and the life she’d lived with him,  traveling to Peru and Mexico and the wild Newfoundland coast, had been exciting beyond her wildest dreams.
Life after the divorce had been difficult, though. She’d  made her living as a seamstress, and dedicated herself to  providing a happy and safe home for her little boy. When  David was twelve, Polly had married Tucker Lodge.  Tucker was a reliable man, a wonderful provider, and a  loving stepfather. His death three years ago had devastated Polly, and she knew David mourned him deeply,  too.
Was it possible that Amy and her family, so entrenched  in their farm, with their smug rural virtues, were as dazzling and fascinating to David as Scott had been to Polly?  Certainly David was thriving, if you could call changing  from a wiry, energetic banker who liked theater and  opera into a lumbering, overweight, red-faced, tractor-driving, potato-planting country bumpkin thriving!
Oh, Polly wouldn’t care what David wore or did, if  only Amy would allow her to see more of her grandson!  Vegetarian Amy and her family acted as if they were civilized human beings while meat-eating Polly was some  kind of Cro-Magnon creature, hooting and picking fleas  off her fur. When Polly helped her mother-in-law, the  year she was dying of cancer, Amy had not allowed her  to see little Jehoshaphat, claiming that Polly might transmit dangerous germs. For a year, Polly had felt like some  kind of leper.
The silver lining had been that she’d taken a membership at The Haven, hoping to work off some of the stress.  There, she’d met three younger women who became her  friends, and later, the members of the Hot Flash Club,  with whom she could laugh about the gritty realities of  aging. Thanks to all her new friends, she’d developed  the courage to persist in her attempts to forge some kind  of relationship with her grandson and his mother’s tightly  knit, terribly superior family.
And tonight, on Christmas Eve, Amy had agreed to  come to Polly’s house! This was a magnificent milestone.  Jehoshaphat was fifteen months old, and he’d never visited his grandmother before.
Polly began arranging her evening’s culinary offerings  as artistically as possible on plain white ironstone platters.
“Let’s see, I’ve got cheese made from the milk of goats  fed by the Dalai Lama and crackers made from flour  ground by French nuns during a full moon,” she joked  to Roy Orbison, who waddled hopefully at her feet,  waiting for something to drop. “I have several kinds of  fruit. I have plain nuts and salted nuts. Carrots and celery. Everything from the health food store.” Because  it was, after all, Christmas, she’d also used her grandmother’s recipes to make the gingerbread cookies and  sugar cookies David had always loved.
She carried the platters into the living room, setting  them on tables out of the dog’s reach.
Back in the kitchen, she surveyed the drink possibilities. From a health food store: mango juice, carrot juice,  papaya juice, apple juice. Also beer, which David used to  drink, and Champagne, just in case. And eggnog, whole  and skim milk, sparkling and plain spring water, and a  staggering assortment of herbal teas.
She glanced at her watch: five thirty. They would  be here in an hour. She rushed to the living room to  double-check everything. The tree’s lights—the only non-organic decoration—were glowing. Gingerbread characters grinned from the boughs, among angels, elves,  and animals that Polly, who was a talented seamstress,  had made from scraps of fabric. Presents for everyone  lay under the tree, wrapped in paper Polly had recycled  from brown paper grocery bags and tied with yarn. She  was especially proud of this touch of environmental  support; Amy had to approve of that! From the mantel  hung stockings Polly had made herself for Amy, Jehoshaphat, and Polly’s boyfriend, Hugh. David’s stocking she’d  made years ago, when he was a toddler. She’d considered giving it to Amy when they married, but quickly realized Amy would want to hang stockings of her own  choosing.
She nodded admiringly at her mantel, decorated with  laurel and candles. “I bought the greens myself, at Odell’s  farm, which is totally organic,” she told her hound. “The  candles are beeswax, also organic. I bought the wooden  candleholders at a farm fair this fall. Can’t wait for Amy  to notice them!”
Roy snorted.
“I know, you think I’m going overboard, trying to  please Amy, but come on, Roy, David’s my only child.  And Amy’s the mother of my only grandchild!”
Her grandfather clock chimed. “Eeek!” she cried. It  was time to shower and dress.
She’d laid a fire of natural woods—was there any  other kind? Now she knelt to light it, so it would be  blazing heartily when David and his family arrived. She  clicked on the CD player, and Christmas carols rolled  their golden notes out into the room. Everything was  clean, dusted, polished, shining. She lit the candles on the  mantelpiece. Their little flames danced, giving a lively,  festive touch to the room.
“I don’t think Amy can complain about a single thing,”  Polly assured herself.
She hurried up to her bedroom, stripped off her  clothes, and turned on the bath water. As the tub filled,  she stared in the mirror at her naked, sexagenarian body.  She looked grandmotherly. That was appropriate. After  all, she was a grandmother.
But she was also, to her surprise, at her advanced age,  newly in love, or at least in serious like.
After Polly’s mother-in-law died last year, her physician, Hugh Monroe, had asked Polly out on a date, at  which point Polly, who liked to consider the glass half-full, decided Fate was getting around to balancing things  out. Polly had taken good care of Claudia in her final  months. She considered Hugh a kind of karmic reward.  In her most sentimental moments, she even imagined  that Claudia had engineered this somehow.
Hugh was so wonderful! Polly sank into her bubble  bath and closed her eyes, surrendering for just a moment  to the heat, the peace, and her dreams. Fragrant bubbles  surged over the mounds of her round thighs, belly, and  breasts.
Hugh didn’t seem to mind how much Polly weighed.  A jovial, energetic, portly man, Hugh liked to eat, cook,  and drink. Polly hadn’t discussed the philosophy of this  with him, but she guessed that he alleviated the stresses   of his work as an oncologist with as many vigorous sensual pleasures as he could conjure up on any given day.
She had such a good time with Hugh on their dates!  He took her to elegant restaurants, but also to amusement parks where they rode roller coasters and merry-go-rounds and ate cotton candy. They’d spent a day on  a small boat plunging around off Boston’s coast on a  whale watch—and they’d seen two whales. Polly would  never forget how her heart leapt at the sight. On his next  vacation, Hugh wanted to take her scuba-diving in the  Caribbean, something Polly had never done, and he was  trying to persuade her to take riding lessons with him.  Polly wasn’t so sure about that. She hadn’t ridden since  she was a teenager, and she had visions of swinging her  hefty hind end into a saddle and the horse going “Oofh!”  and fainting.
The good thing about Hugh was that she was able to  confide such fears to him. When she’d confessed her  equestrian vision, Hugh had replied, “Ah, Polly, any  horse would be thrilled to bear your gorgeous derrière!”  That night, he’d given her a full back massage that ended  with kisses all up and down her spine and all over her  round rear end. Until then, she hadn’t realized her  nerves had valiantly sneaked through the cellulite and  were there waiting to receive the sweetness of his warm  breath, his soft lips, like a hive when the bee buzzes back  with its load of honey.
Polly smiled and hugged herself.
But enough daydreaming. She stepped dripping onto  the bath mat, grabbed a towel, and began drying off. As  she dressed, she could feel her courage fading beneath  an onslaught of nerves.
David’s wife, Amy, and her parents, Katrina and Buck,  all lived and worked on the same farm. Their schedules  were closely knit together, their conversation related to  matters Polly didn’t understand—fertilizer, insects, spinning wheels. The Andersons had lived on their land  since the Revolutionary War, which indeed was something to be proud about, but the Andersons were more  than proud. They were smug. They belonged to their  own elite club with its private language and rituals, and  Polly was not admitted. Last Christmas, she’d been invited for two hours only on Christmas night, to share  eggnog with her son, grandson, and daughter-in-law  while they exchanged presents that, Polly suspected,  they never used.
Nothing Polly gave Amy and her family was ever  good enough. When Polly mailed her grandson a funny  card and present on Valentine’s Day, she never heard  whether it had even arrived. Very occasionally she was  asked to baby-sit her grandson, but when she did, Amy  was always just in the next room. What was that about?
Polly pulled on her wool slacks and the green cashmere sweater she’d knit herself. Cashmere and wool,  natural, that ought to satisfy Amy. She sat on the edge of  her bed to put on her socks and shoes. From the corner  of her eye, she noticed the crystal bowl filled with Brach’s  Chocolate Mix that she’d brought upstairs, to keep  away from Amy’s critical eye.
For courage, Polly grabbed the bag, delved inside, and  pulled out a chocolate-covered Brazil nut. It was especially satisfying to eat nuts, because she could crunch  them. Hard.
The chocolate, sugar, and fat blasted into her system  like a team of miniature superheroes, lifting her spirits  high. She nibbled more as she brushed her red—well,  white and red—hair and put on a bit of lipstick and eye-liner.
Any moment now, they’d be here. She’d get to hold  her grandson, hand him a present, watch him as he  opened it.
Where was the camera! She was standing here chewing away like a squirrel, and where was the camera?
In the kitchen? Probably.
The doorbell chimed. Polly raced down the stairs, Roy  Orbison hurrying with her, his long, chubby body swaying, nearly tripping her as they went.
The air downstairs was smoky. Hadn’t she pushed up  the fireplace flue? She’d have to open the windows, let  the smoke out. First, though, she hurried to the front  door.
“David!” she cried. “Amy! And Jehoshaphat!”
Amy’s brown braids were looped on the top of her  head in a kind of Fräulein milkmaid look. Instead of  a coat, she wore a hairy brown poncho. Jehoshaphat’s  chubby baby face stared over his mother’s shoulder from  her backpack.
They were really here! Polly was so thrilled, she nearly  burst into a flamboyant flamenco. At her feet, Roy Orbison danced and barked his hoarse old dog bark.  “Come in, come in.”
David bent to pat the basset hound. He smelled faintly  of manure and Lysol. “Mom, why is it so smoky in here?”
“Oh, darling, I lighted a fire, and I need to—” There  were so many things to do at once, she couldn’t finish  her sentence. “Let me hold Jehoshaphat while you take  off your things,” she told Amy, reaching out for her  grandson. Amy allowed her to lift the little boy from the  backpack.
“Mom, something’s wrong.” David pushed past her,  still in his coat.
“Darling, it’s just—” Carrying Jehoshaphat, who was  squirming around, looking in all directions at this new  environment, Polly followed her son down the hall and  into the living room.
“Jesus Christ!” David exclaimed. “Mom, call 911!  The house is on fire!”
But Polly was paralyzed as she stood in the doorway  to her living room. What she saw was so bizarre, her  mind couldn’t, for a moment, force it to make sense.  Flames shot up from the mantel, where her organic  greenery was crackling and popping as it burned, and  her wooden candlesticks glowed orange.
“Oh my God!” Amy shrieked. Lunging forward, she  snatched Jehoshaphat from Polly’s arms. The little boy  began to scream along with his mother as she flew back  outside.
The dog, confused and frightened, stood in the middle  of the hall, threw back his head, and bayed like a lost  soul.
David had his cell phone out and was dialing 911.
“Hallelujah! Hallelujah! Hallelujah!” a choir sang  from the CD player.
Fire, Polly thought. Water. Breaking out of her stupor,  she ran into the kitchen, found her big lobster pot, set it  in the sink, and turned on both faucets. The water ran  and ran, and yet, as if she were caught in some kind of  nightmare, the pot would not fill. Slowly, slowly, the  level of the water rose, while black smoke drifted down  the hall and into the kitchen.
Finally the pot was almost full. Polly hoisted it from  the sink, turned, and started to run toward the living  room. But with her first step, the water sloshed out of  the pot, spilling onto her slacks and puddling onto the  floor. Slipping, slithering, she almost went down.
Carefully, slowly, Polly regained her balance. She  moved her legs as quickly as she could while keeping her  upper torso and arms completely still, to prevent more  water spilling. Arms stiff, she walked zombielike to the  living room.
David was by the fireplace, poker in hand, knocking  the burning greenery and blackened candleholders onto  the tile hearth and into the fireplace.
“Oh, David,” she cried, “be careful! Don’t burn yourself!”
“It’s all right now, Mom. I’ve got it under control.  When the fire department gets here, they can check  whether it got into the walls somehow, but I think we’re  okay.”
Polly stood helplessly, holding her heavy pot of water.  Above the mantel, the wall was streaked with black, and  the beautiful oil painting she and Tucker had inherited  from his family was scorched and curled into fragments  of ruined canvas. Roy Orbison had stopped bellowing  and sniffed nervously at her feet.
“Aaah, Mom, it’s all right.” David put the poker back  in its stand. “I’ll put the pot here on the hearth. In case  we need it.” He lifted the heavy vessel of water from  Polly’s hands. “Look,” he said, trying to cheer her up.  “The tree, the stockings, the presents—none of them  burned.”
Polly’s lip quivered. “That’s right. That’s good.”  “Come sit down here,” David said gently. “You’ve had  a shock.”
Polly had forgotten how to move her legs.
“Mom.” David put his arms around her and hugged  her for a long time. “It’s okay, Mom. It’s really okay.”
He ushered her to the sofa. Docilely, she sat. Her dog  sat, too, leaning against her legs for comfort.
“I’m just going to check on Amy and Jehoshaphat.”  David left the room.
Because the front door was open to let the smoke  escape, her son’s conversation floated in with perfect  clarity.
“It’s okay now, Amy, come on in.”
“I’m not going in there! I’m not taking my child into a  burning house!”
“The fire’s out.”
“I’m not taking a chance. What if a spark got up in  the ceiling? Everything could go at once!”
“Amy—”
“When the fire department says it’s safe, I’ll go in.”
“Then take Jehoshaphat and sit in the car. You’ll  freeze out here.”
Sirens sounded in the distance. Then, closer. The wails  pierced the Christmas Eve air as they screeched to a stop  at Polly’s house. Moments later, Polly heard men speaking with her son and then two firemen stomped into the  living room, garbed in rubber coats, boots, and gear.
Behind them came Amy, David, and the baby. Amy  stood in the doorway, refusing to enter the room, which  was just as well, because the room was crowded. Somehow the firemen were twice as big as normal persons.  Roy Orbison waddled around, wagging his tail and  sniffing the firemen’s interesting ankles.
They checked the walls, ceiling, and hearth. They  stomped upstairs and down again.
The older one, with grizzled hair, had kind eyes. “This  happens more often than you’d think,” he assured Polly.  “Christmas candles, dry greenery, there you are.”
The younger fireman said to Polly, “I notice you have  smoke alarms upstairs and down. Didn’t they go off?”
Polly cringed. “I took the batteries out this week. I  was doing a lot of cooking, and they’re so sensitive, they  were going off all the time and driving me crazy.”
Behind him, Amy’s mouth crimped disapprovingly.
“Yeah, that happens a lot,” the older fireman said.  “You’d better connect them.”
By the time the firemen left, all the smoke had dissipated. Polly longed to pour half a bottle of rum into a  cup of eggnog and chug it down.
But instead she rallied. “Sit down, now, please. We  can still have Christmas Eve,” she told David and Amy.   “The presents and stockings are okay. And I’ve made  some delicious—”
“I think we’d better go home,” Amy said. “The smoke  gave me a headache, and heaven knows what it did to  little Jehoshaphat’s lungs.”
“But the smoke’s gone!” Polly protested, waving her  arms.
“Yes, and it’s freezing in here,” Amy pointed out.
“It will warm up soon,” Polly promised. “I’ll make  you some tea. I’ve got so many different kinds—”
With a sigh, Amy acquiesced.
The next hour dragged by. With the patience of  Mother Teresa tending to the ill, Amy accepted Polly’s  Christmas gifts and allowed her son to touch his. The  entire time, Amy darted frightened little glances at her  husband, making it clear she was terrified that the house  was about to spontaneously combust. She did not allow  Polly’s grandson to taste any cookies—too much sugar—  or to drink any of the juice Polly had bought. Instead,  she pulled a juice bottle from her woven bag.
Amy and David’s gift to Polly was a set of woven reed  place mats that Polly had seen on the sale table of the  Andersons’ little store over the summer. But Amy did  permit Jehoshaphat to touch the set of natural wood  blocks Polly gave him, and for five blissful minutes,  Polly was allowed to sit playing on the floor with her  grandson.
In spite of the herbal tea Polly brewed, Amy complained that her headache was growing worse.
You need caffeine, honey, you need chocolate, Polly  thought.  You need a personality transplant.
She walked them to the door, waving until their  pickup truck was out of sight. For a moment, she stood  looking out at the black sky with its frosty stars. All the  houses up and down the block glowed with Christmas  lights.
Polly returned to her smoke-stained living room. Her  artistically decorated brown wrapping paper and yarn  ribbons lay discarded on the floor like yesterday’s trash.  The present from Amy and David, the woven place  mats, looked like hair shirts for a clan of masochistic  dwarves. Roy Orbison sniffed through the crumpled  paper and found a bit of unsalted cashew. From the CD  player, the little drummer boy drummed for the fiftyninth time that evening. Polly turned off the music.
“Merry Christmas, humbug!” she told her dog, and  collapsed on the sofa.
It was only a little after eight o’clock on Christmas  Eve. If only Hugh had been here! He wouldn’t have let  the place catch fire. Or he would have assured everyone,  with his gentle physician’s authority, that everything was  really all right. He would have lent authenticity and  gravity to Polly’s gifts and food.
But Hugh wasn’t here, and he wouldn’t be tonight.
Tonight Hugh was spending with his grown children,  their spouses, and his ex-wife, Carol.
Carol was—Polly had seen pictures—a tiny size six,  and if that wasn’t irritating enough, she was also a dependent little princess. Hugh and Carol had been divorced for several years now, but Carol, who had kept  the house in which she and Hugh had raised their three  children, was forever phoning him when the downstairs  bathroom’s pipes froze, or a bat got into the attic, or one  of their grandchildren lost a tooth. Carol desperately  needed daily conversations with Hugh, and Hugh took  it all in his stride, listening to her complaints and soothing her with the same kind manner with which he spoke  to his patients when they phoned. Also, he was diligent  about attending his grandchildren’s plays, recitals, and  soccer games as often as possible. Polly admired him for  this at the same time she hated how it limited their time  together.
When they’d discussed their holiday schedules, Polly  had thought it made perfect sense for Hugh to be with  his children—and their mother—on Christmas Eve, while  Polly was with her son and his family. Tomorrow, when  she got to see Hugh, she would be glad to have the Carol  part of Christmas behind them.
But tonight she was irrationally lonely. For a while,  she indulged in a morass of negativity, imagining everyone else she knew celebrating the season in the bosom of  their families. Quickly she got bored with that scenario.  She’d spent too many holidays in the home of her  mother-in-law, Claudia, Queen of Disdain, to believe all  other families in the world were happy.
Besides, it wasn’t celebrating she missed—she did a lot  of that, with Hugh and with her Hot Flash friends. It  was a sense of being useful, of being part of the world,  that made her feel so solitary now.
But then, how useful could someone be who set her  house on fire on Christmas Eve?

4 
MARILYN DIDN’T KNOW WHETHER HER MOTHER WAS  truly an exceptionally pretty woman, or if it was just  that Marilyn loved her so much.
Ruth came out of the guest bedroom, dressed for  Christmas Eve dinner in a red wool dress and a strand of  white pearls. Red lipstick brightened her pleated lips  and cheerful rouge blushed her wrinkled cheeks. From  her ears dangled shiny little Christmas ornaments, one  red, one green. Her snowy white hair bobbed around in  curls, and the bit of pink scalp showing through made  Marilyn’s heart ache. Her mother had had such thick  hair when she was younger.
“You look great, Mom,” Marilyn said.
Ruth’s face lit up at the compliment. “Well, thank  you, dear! I believe, no matter which God you believe in,  it’s important to keep rituals in your life. It helps you remember to be grateful. To reflect on the cycle of birth,  life, and dirt.”
Marilyn bit her lip. Ruth had been a brilliant biology  professor. Now, at eighty-five, her discourse was peppered with little malapropisms. Marilyn had phoned her  sister Sharon about it, and they’d agreed it was probably  a result of Ruth’s mini-strokes. They decided not to   mention it to Ruth, who always seemed puzzled when  they tried to correct her.
Ostensibly, Ruth was visiting her daughter for a few  weeks, an unexceptional, ordinary thing for a mother to  do. Tacitly, Marilyn was supposed to watch Ruth for  signs of senility so she could share her observations with  Sharon and help her decide whether or not their mother  should be “persuaded” to go into an assisted care facility.
“I can’t make this kind of decision by myself,” Sharon  had insisted during one of their many phone conversations this fall.
“I agree. You shouldn’t have to,” Marilyn had assured  her. She already felt guilty because Sharon had remained  in the same Ohio town where they’d grown up, while  Marilyn had moved east for college and remained east  all her life. Marilyn flew back at least once a year to visit  her mother, and she sent Ruth cards and gifts and  phoned her often, but that didn’t compare with the time  and care Sharon gave. But then Sharon, who was the  older sister, and always bossy, liked to be in charge, while  Marilyn, a paleobiologist and professor at MIT, craved  huge quantities of solitude for her studies.
Marilyn’s intellectual preoccupation was no doubt  genetic, although nurture played its part as well, since  both her parents, who had taught biology at a large state  university, had spent much of Marilyn’s childhood lying  on their stomachs in the backyard, observing insects.
For a few halcyon years when Marilyn and Sharon  were children, they’d been extraordinarily popular, because their parents loved to talk about nature and were  full of amusing anecdotes, complete with illustrations.   The flatfish have both eyes on the same side of their  heads, and the eyes can migrate from side to side! Some  snakes have two heads! When the sea elephant becomes  angry, his nose swells up like a balloon! 
During their adolescent years, however, their peers  began to consider their parents dorky and even weird.  Their father loved to tell jokes— Two hydrogen atoms  walk into a bar. One says, “I’ve lost my electron.” The  other asks, “Are you sure?” The first one says, “I’m  positive.”—which made the teenagers groan and roll  their eyes.
It didn’t help that the professors, both of whom could  describe in detail the colors of a deer botfly, dressed  without any consideration of fashion. They wore clothes  to keep from being cold or naked in public—the latter of  which, they were always ready to discuss with the sisters’ contemporaries, was practiced in other cultures.
Sharon had rebelled, becoming obsessed with clothing, hair, and current styles. She’d majored in economics  and, after trying a number of jobs, had ended up as a  corporate headhunter. Sharon was slick, stylish, and  savvy. Marilyn had been the child who adopted her parents’ ways. But Marilyn had moved away, while Sharon  remained in Ohio.
So Sharon had been the one to help both parents, ten  years ago, move out of their sprawling ranch house and  into a small apartment in a comfortable retirement community. She had been the one to phone Marilyn when  their father died, at seventy-eight, and when Marilyn  flew back for the funeral, Sharon had been the one to  suggest Marilyn help their mother sort through their father’s possessions.
It had nearly broken Marilyn’s heart to give away her  father’s beloved paraphernalia: the insect light traps and  transparent insect-rearing cages, the beautiful ant house  she’d built with him when she was a child, the Schmidt  boxes filled with specimens caught and mounted with  exquisite care.
“You have mineral hammers and rock cabinets,”  Sharon had argued when she caught Marilyn trying to   sneak her father’s into her own luggage. “I’ve seen your  house and your lab. You don’t need another bit of old  equipment!” Sharon was strong-willed and assertive.  They’d ended up giving anything useful to a children’s  museum and taking much of the rest to the dump.
Finally they had the apartment sorted out, clutter-free  and airy. Ruth had been sad to see the scientific equipment go, but only because it reminded her of her husband. After retiring from teaching, she had turned her  attention to other things, small things, and lots of them,  including knitting, doing crossword puzzles, and compiling a recipe collection. During the past five years of  her widowhood, Ruth had accumulated a rather daunting mass of clutter of her own. Her increasing inability  to part with her new possessions was one of the reasons  Sharon thought she was no longer fit to live by herself.
Still, Ruth could shop for herself—she didn’t drive,  but took the shuttle provided by the retirement community. She cooked for herself and kept her kitchen clean.  She bathed daily, and her clothing was fresh and spotless. True, she was developing a tendency toward keeping her food around longer than it should be . . . the  refrigerator was crammed with foil-covered packets. As  with her needlework, Ruth tended to lose interest in her  current meal, and being a child of the Depression, she  wrapped it up and saved it for the future rather than  throwing it out.
Ruth’s health was good enough. She’d had a hysterectomy years before, and suffered a few very minor strokes  that hadn’t paralyzed her, only slowed her down. She  was active; she had friends she played cards with in the  lounge. Her sense of hearing was failing, she’d had  cataract operations, and she needed a cane to walk because of arthritis, but still she was self-sufficient, goodhumored, and happy.
And, perhaps, failing. She often forgot appointments,   names, where she put something, but then, Marilyn  thought, who didn’t? Occasionally, Ruth’s speech was  jumbled. Most worrisome: she’d fallen a month ago,  while stepping out of the bath. She hadn’t told anyone,  hadn’t wanted to make a fuss. But a week later, at her  annual physical checkup, the doctor had seen the bruises,  still purple and yellow, along the front of her torso, and  had told Ruth—and Sharon, who’d accompanied her to  the appointment—that she had most probably had a  transient ischemic attack, a momentary blockage of the  blood supply to the brain. He’d suggested follow-up  tests. Ruth had stalled. He’d suggested she use a walker.  These TIAs were transitory, but often recurring. They  were mini-strokes, the doctor warned her. They could  happen anytime. Ruth had delicately rejected the walker,  saying in her gentle way she would think about it, but  didn’t feel she needed it quite yet.
“I really can’t tell if I want to move Mom into assisted  living because it would make her feel better, or make me  worry less,” Sharon had told Marilyn. “You have to help  me evaluate.”
So Marilyn had invited her mother to visit for a couple of months, and Sharon had helped Ruth pack and  board a plane, and now, here she was.
After her divorce, Marilyn had moved out of the huge  Victorian where she and Theodore had raised Teddy—  what a mind-warping, backbreaking project that had  been! Much of her personal scientific paraphernalia and  most of her books were in a storage locker until she decided where to live permanently. For the time being,  Marilyn was renting a bland, furnished condo in Cambridge. She’d never been one to fuss about her surroundings or attempt coordinating curtains with carpets, and  she found the small, practical space worked well for her  life. Especially since she was thinking about taking a  sabbatical and doing some traveling.
Now they were preparing to leave for Christmas Eve  dinner with Marilyn’s son Teddy, his wife, and their  family.
“I’ve got all my presents tucked away in these big  shopping bags,” Marilyn told Ruth, gesturing to the bags  sitting by the front door. “Where are your presents?”
“Ooops! Left them in the bedroom.”
“I’ll get them,” Marilyn offered.
“No, no, I’m not helpless.” Ruth toddled away, returning in a few moments with a large book bag. “I’ve  got all my fits in here.”
“Um, well, good, Mom!” Marilyn leaned toward the  mirror in the hall, checking her hair. She looked rather  messy today. Her Hot Flash friends would want to fix  her up somehow, cut her hair, give her a different lipstick, brighten her up with a colorful scarf. But having  her mother with her was pretty much like having a toddler around. She didn’t have much free time for herself,  and what time she had was often interrupted.
“What time is Fraidy coming?” Ruth asked.
“His name is Faraday, Mom,” Marilyn reminded her  for the hundredth time. “He should be here any minute.”
She knew she sounded cranky when she talked about  Faraday. Faraday McAdam was a charming man, also a  scientist, always fascinating and courtly and attentive.  When Theodore left Marilyn for a younger woman,  Faraday’s flirtation had buoyed her up, convincing her  as never before in her entire life that she was attractive.
The problem was that Faraday, who at his best, when  they first met, had been only a one-minute wonder, was  now completely impotent.
Whenever Marilyn tried to discuss this, gently, with  Faraday, he changed the subject, turned on the TV, or  left the room. Occasionally, Faraday hinted at their living together, traveling together, marriage . . . and Marilyn dreamed of Barton Baker, the cad who had betrayed   her, but also had shown her just how amazing good sex  could be. Marilyn didn’t want to live the rest of her life  alone. But did she want to live it without ever having delicious, skin-heating, heart-thumping, artery-flushing,  serotonin-surging, passionate sex again?
“Are you having a hot flash, dear?” Ruth asked.
Marilyn jumped. “I am,” she replied honestly, abashed.  How could she think of sex with her mother in the room!
As Ruth adjusted a bow on one of her presents, she  said, “Marilyn, did I tell you about Jean Benedict’s  daughter? She’s about your age, you know. Well, she ran  off with her gardener to the Dutch West Guineas! It  was a shock to us all, because she had been a pillow of  the community. But you see, you’re never too old for  romance . . .”
Marilyn gaped at her mother. Had she developed a  talent for mind reading?
Her thoughts were interrupted by a knock on the door.
“Here he is!” Marilyn opened the door.
“Ruth! How nice to see you again!” Faraday, large,  ruddy, and jolly, made a little bow to the older woman.
Ruth smiled sweetly. “Hello, Fruity. Good to see you,  too.”
“Faraday, Mother!” Marilyn quickly corrected.
“That’s what I said, dear,” Ruth placidly assured her.
“Hello, Marilyn.” Unfazed, Faraday leaned forward  to kiss Marilyn’s cheek. “Merry Christmas.”
“Merry Christmas, Faraday. You look festive.”
“I try,” Faraday admitted modestly. Today he wore  his most replete and elegant apparel: a Clan McGregor  kilt in a handsome red and green tartan, perfect for  Christmas; his Prince Charlie jacket with the handsome  buttons on the sleeves; a tartan tie; and a dress sporran.  Between his high wool socks and the hem of his kilt, his  legs, massive and covered with fine red hair, were bare.
Marilyn’s mother threw her hands up in astonishment. “You look wonderful! I’ve never seen a real live  man in Scottish garble!” Ruth bent forward, peering.  “I’ve always wondered about the purpose of that little  fur purse you’ve got hanging down. Is it to advertise the  male’s reproductive equipment? Like a stag’s antlers or a  peacock’s tail feathers?”
“Mother!” Marilyn admonished.
“Well, dear, it does draw the eye,” Ruth calmly pointed  out.
Faraday seemed amused. “It’s called a sporran, and  it’s exactly as you named it,” he informed Ruth. “It’s a  little fur purse. The kilt doesn’t have pockets, so this  began as a leather pouch for carrying our necessary  items. This sporran is for dress only. It’s made from  Greenland sealskin. Everyday sporrans are usually just  leather.”
“And what do you wear under the kilt?” Ruth asked.
“Mother, stop it,” Marilyn intervened. “Come on, let’s  get your coat on.”
“Why shouldn’t I inquire?” Ruth argued. “You’re never  too old to learn.”
“Allow me.” Faraday helped Ruth into her coat.  “Marilyn tells me you taught biology. Obviously you  were asking in the spirit of scientific inquiry.”
“Obviously,” Ruth agreed, pleased.
“So I’ll tell you.” Faraday bent to whisper in Ruth’s  ear.
Ruth giggled.
Marilyn rolled her eyes but smiled. “I’ll just get the  presents.”
She gathered up the bags full of gifts and followed her  mother and Faraday out to his car. Faraday opened the  trunk and set the gifts inside, next to his offering of several bottles of Champagne and wine.
“Now, then,” he said, as he got behind the wheel. “Is   everybody comfortable? Marilyn, do you have enough  room for your legs?”
“I’m fine, Faraday.” Why did he irritate her so much  today? He was behaving beautifully!
Faraday started the car and they were off, driving  toward Marilyn’s son’s house.
“I know a joke about what’s under a kilt,” Ruth announced.
“Mother,” Marilyn said quietly.
But Faraday encouraged her. “I love kilt jokes! Let’s  hear it!”
“Very well. A Scotsman spends an evening in a bar  and has rather too much to drink. When he leaves the  pub, he passes out on the street. Two young American  women notice.
“ ‘My,’ one says to the other. ‘I’ve always wondered  what’s under a Scottish kilt.’
“ ‘Let’s look!’ says the other.
“So they look, and glory be, he’s naked as the day he  was born. The girls giggle. Then the first one mischievously takes a blue ribbon from her hair and ties it  around the man’s sexual reproductive member. They run  off, laughing.
“A while later, the Scotsman wakes up. Feeling something odd, he lifts his kilt, looks down, and sees the blue  ribbon tied around his hoo-ha.
“ ‘Well, lad,’ he says. ‘I don’t know what you got up  to while I was passed out, but I’m glad you won first  prize.’ ”
They all laughed, and the shared laughter made Marilyn relax just a little. This was the first Christmas that  Faraday had accompanied Marilyn to her son’s family  dinner. She wasn’t quite sure what this implied about  their relationship. She wasn’t quite sure what she wanted  it to imply.
“Now tell me again who will be there this evening,”  her mother asked from the front seat.
“Well, Teddy and Lila and your great-granddaughter  Irene, of course, since it’s at their house. And the three of  us. And Eugenie, Lila’s mother.”
“But not Lila’s father?”
“No. They separated last year. Lila’s father’s gone off  with a younger woman. Lila and Teddy and the baby  will spend Christmas Day with Lila’s father. Eugenie got  them for Thanksgiving this year, because I got them for  Thanksgiving last year. Eugenie wanted them all for herself this Christmas, but now that she and her husband  have separated, there aren’t enough bits of time to go  around.”
“You need a computer to figure out how to divide the  holidays up fairly,” Ruth said.
“Or a psychiatrist,” Marilyn said.
“Still,” Ruth said, “there’s no plague like home for the  holidays.”
Faraday looked in the rearview mirror and winked at  Marilyn.
The evening blurred past in a flurry of kisses, gifts,  Champagne, and laughter. Teddy and Lila served a veritable Christmas feast, Ruth and her great-granddaughter  formed a mutual admiration society, and Faraday charmed  everyone, as usual, with humorous anecdotes.
Only Eugenie, Lila’s mother, cast a pall on the party.  Always aloof, tonight she was especially remote, and no  wonder. Poor Eugenie had had the face-lift from hell.  She looked like a melted Madame Tussaud’s mannequin.  Marilyn could only imagine how horrible this must be  for Eugenie, whose extraordinary feminine perfection  had been a living advertisement for her ex-husband’s  plastic surgery business.
In the car on the way back to Marilyn’s condo, Faraday said, “It was a grand party.”
“My, yes,” Ruth agreed. “Delicious food. And I got to  have some time with my great-granddaughter.”
Marilyn leaned forward, resting her arms on the back  of the front seat. “What did you think of Lila’s mother?”
Ruth took a moment to think. “Well, Eugenie’s an unusual woman. She reminds me of the Portuguese man-of-war jellyfish. Beautiful, diaphanous, and poisonous.”
“She was even more beautiful before she had that  botched face-lift,” Marilyn said.
Ruth yawned. “Well, beauty is only kin deep.”
Back at Marilyn’s condo, Faraday insisted on escorting  the women inside, carrying their bags of presents for  them.
“It was a lovely evening.” Ruth turned to Faraday.  “Thank you for everything.”
“Yes, Faraday,” Marilyn echoed, “thank you.”
But Faraday showed no intention of leaving. “How  about a little nightcap?”
Marilyn hesitated. She was yearning to crawl into bed  with her new book on plate tectonics.
“You two youngsters can stay up, but I’m going to  bed. Good night, Fairy.” Ruth leaned over to kiss Marilyn on the cheek. “Good night, dear. Merry Christmas.”
“Merry Christmas, Mother,” Marilyn said.
Marilyn and Faraday watched Ruth toddle away  down the hall.
Marilyn stifled a yawn. “I don’t know if I’m up for a  nightcap. I’ve had so much to drink tonight. All that  Champagne. How about a cup of tea?”
“Actually, I don’t want anything else to drink, either,”  Faraday told her. “I just wanted a little private time with  you.”
Marilyn’s heart sank.
Faraday took her hand and led her to the sofa. Once  they were comfortably seated side by side, he told her, “I  have another present for you, Marilyn.”
Reaching down, he unfastened the metal lid of his  sporran.
And brought out a small black velvet box.
“Marilyn,” Faraday said, his beautiful blue eyes shining. “Will you marry me?”
A hot flash that would have propelled a missile to the  moon exploded inside Marilyn’s body. She flushed from  her belly straight up to the top of her head.
“Oh!” she cried, jumping up. “Hot flash, Faraday, excuse me!” She raced from the room.
In her bedroom, she ripped off her clothes. In her bra  and panties, she went into the bathroom, ran the cold  water tap, and stood over the sink, pressing cool water  onto her face, letting it drizzle down her neck and shoulders. The intense sense of irritation that usually accompanied her hot flashes was multiplied by a power of ten  right now. She felt wildly, almost violently,  insane.
She gulped cold water from her hands. Soaked a wash-cloth with cold water and pressed it against the back of  her neck. And cursed under her breath.
Damn Faraday! How could he propose to her! It made  her feel so cornered. As her body temperature dropped  back into the normal range, her emotions remained on  Emergency Alert.
Why was she so panicked? Marilyn asked herself.
Because Faraday had pressed her into an existential  corner. She cared for him. She enjoyed his company. She  admired him. She shared common interests with him.  But never in her life had she experienced that sweeping  sense of falling in love so much praised by her Hot Flash  friends. Not with Faraday, not with her husband Theodore, not even with that cad Barton, who had introduced her to the sensation of lust.
So late in her life, she had developed a sexual appetite.  And Faraday, who was so good, so intelligent, so charming, could not satisfy that appetite. Didn’t even worry  about trying. Should she refuse his proposal for that reason? Or accept it, and be thankful any man wanted to  marry her at all? She was no beauty, and more than that,  she was fifty-four. This might be her last and only chance  to have a companion with whom to share the rest of her  life. Statistically, this was a miracle. Who was she, a scientist, to defy statistics?
A gentle knock sounded at the bathroom door. “Marilyn?” Faraday whispered. “Are you all right?”
Marilyn grabbed the bathrobe hanging on the hook,  pulled it on, and opened the door. “Sorry, Faraday. That  was a particularly hot hot flash.”
“Come sit down,” Faraday told her. “I made you some  chamomile tea with the valerian Shirley gave you to calm  your heart.”
“Oh, Faraday, how kind!” Marilyn said.
“I poured it over ice,” he continued, looking pleased  with himself. “So it will cool you as you drink it.”
“Oh, Faraday, how brilliant!” Marilyn told him.
She allowed him to take her hand and lead her back  into the living room. She felt like someone being led to  the edge of a diving board.  Damn, damn, damn! What  was she going to do?
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ALICE HAD NEVER BEEN PARTICULARLY INTERESTED IN  domestic matters. Oh, when her sons were young, she’d  enjoyed the Christmas folderol, but now she was in her  sixties, her sons were grown, and she didn’t feel obligated to make a fuss. So this year, she’d just hung some  mistletoe and holly over the doors and windows. After  all, her handsome condo, in a restored warehouse on  Boston Harbor, had a view like a Christmas tree itself,  replete with twinkling lights from boats, cruisers, and  planes going in and out of Logan Airport.
Now she slid open the glass door and stepped out  onto her balcony. Her beau, Gideon, ensconced on the  sofa with the remote in his hand, didn’t ask why she  wanted to stand out in the frosty night in her light silk  caftan. He was well acquainted with her hot flashes by  now.
Actually, she wasn’t having a hot flash, as she leaned  on the railing, breathing in huge gulps of cold, fresh air.  More like a brain blip. No—more like an interior tantrum. It was as if she had a little Alice living inside her, a  cranky miniature troll who was always complaining. Always wanting more.
An Id Alice.
An Id-iot Alice.
She imagined that everyone else in the whole world  was probably content right now, sharing Christmas Eve  rituals, anticipating tomorrow’s festivities.
She wasn’t.
Turning slightly, she looked through the glass door  into her living room where Gideon was relaxing, zoning  out as he watched television. Gideon was absolutely  adorable, a great, big man who resembled the Red Sox  hitter David Ortiz, or perhaps more accurately, Ortiz’s  father. His bald spot expanded daily, and although he  tried to watch his diet because of diabetes, he still had a  gut slung like a hammock holding a baby hippo. Even  so, he was a gorgeous man.
And he loved Alice. Because of a prostate cancer operation, he couldn’t really have sex, but Alice did her best  not to mind. Marilyn’s lover couldn’t have sex, either.  Faraday didn’t have a prostate problem; he was just impotent. Alice grinned, thinking of Marilyn’s complaints.  God, laughter helped.
Feeling slightly less grumpy, she went back into the  living room.
“Alice,” Gideon said, “sit down and relax. You’ve been  going all day.”
Alice glanced around her dining area. Christmas Eve  dinner was over. She and Gideon had finished clearing  up. The dishwasher hummed in the kitchen. Nothing  needed doing. It was nine o’clock at night.
Sighing, she collapsed onto the sofa. “I think Jennifer  liked her presents, don’t you?”
“Um-hum,” Gideon agreed absently, his attention fixed  on a taped rerun of Tiger Woods playing golf, the sport  Gideon had taken up this past summer.
“And I think Alan and Jennifer were both pleased that   I fixed Christmas Eve dinner for them,” Alice mused  aloud. Alan and his girlfriend, Jennifer, lived in the gatehouse of The Haven, a cozy cottage where they worked   together, running their bakery and catering service. Because they were always slaving over an oven, Alice  wanted to give them a real holiday. And she had. “I was  as nice as pie to Jennifer, wasn’t I?”
“Um-hum,” Gideon said again.
Alice frowned. I want him to praise me! cried the demanding diminutive Alice, dancing up and down in frustration just inside Alice’s left ear. I want him to tell me  I’m wonderful because I’ve gotten over my prejudice  about Jennifer being white! I want him to tell me I’m a  good-hearted, loving mother, not to mention a fabulous   cook with the intelligence of S. Epatha Merkerson and  the looks of Vanessa Williams!
“I ate too much tonight,” Alice moaned. “I look like  the south end of a rhino going north.”
“Drat!” Gideon exclaimed, completely ignoring his  cue for a compliment.
Alice glanced at the television. Tiger Woods’s ball had  just missed the hole.
You’ve seen that exact same ball miss that exact same   hole at least ten times already! Alice wanted to shout at  Gideon.  You’ve watched every game Tiger Woods has  ever played at least twenty times!
But she kept quiet, musing on her own thoughts.
After a few moments, she said, “Did you see how  much Jennifer ate? And she’s still so tiny! This caftan’s  comfortable, but it makes me look like a camping tent  with legs.”
“Nonsense.” Gideon’s reply was absentmindedly dutiful. “You are a thing of beauty and a joy forever.”
Well, that was a half-assed compliment if she ever  heard one. Still, she was grateful for it. “Who said that,  anyway?” she wondered aloud.
Rising, she went to her bookshelves. More and more  these days, old phrases of songs and poetry popped into  her thoughts. She didn’t understand just why. Sometimes she thought it was because great, gaping vacancies  had been left in her brain when she retired from TransContinent Insurance, and because nature abhorred a  vacuum, her brain was substituting stuff she’d learned  about years ago in high school and college. More likely,  she was just getting senile. Whatever, she was glad people had gone to the trouble of making anthologies like  her dictionary of quotations.
She sat down with the heavy tome on her lap and  looked for the word “beauty” in the index. John Keats.  Hm. English poet, if she remembered correctly. She  turned to the quote and read aloud.
“A thing of beauty is a joy for ever:
Its loveliness increases; it will never
Pass into nothingness; but still will keep
A bower quiet for us, and a sleep
Full of sweet dreams, and health, and quiet
breathing.”
 
“Oh,” Alice said. “Oh.”
“All right!” Gideon said, as Tiger’s ball flew seventy  thousand feet into the air.
Alice burst into tears.
That got his attention. “Why, Alice, what’s wrong?”
“Oh, Gideon,” Alice sobbed. “I don’t know!” But she  did know. And because she knew Gideon truly loved  her, she sputtered, “I guess it just makes me sad, that’s  all. I mean, sometimes I just plain  hate getting old! I was  lovely once! My loveliness sure as hell didn’t increase! I’m  sagging and bagging and bloating! I’m aching and I’m  getting too tired too easily, and when I’m not tired,  I’m cranky and bored! Plus, I am going to pass away  into nothingness someday, and I’m so old, that day is  just around the corner!”
Gideon struggled up out of the chair, came over to the   sofa, and held her for a while. When she caught her  breath and dug a tissue out of her robe pocket, he said,  in the kind, sensible tone of voice that had made him  such an excellent high school math teacher, “Well, you  know, Alice, the poem doesn’t say ‘A person of beauty  is a joy forever.’ I believe the word is a ‘thing.’ Like a  vase.”
She blew her nose. “That’s a good point, Gideon.”
“Plus,” he added, stroking her back, “you  are lovely,  every sagging, bagging, cranky old pound of you. You’re  downright beautiful, Alice. And I’m changing, too.  Look at me. I used to use Head & Shoulders. Now I use  Mop & Glo.”
She forced a laugh. How had she ever deserved such a  wonderful man? And why in the hell wasn’t she satisfied  with her life, now that she had him in it? She gave him a  long, affectionate kiss. He held her tightly for a few minutes, then returned to watching television, leaving Alice  alone with her cranky thoughts.
The phone rang. She jumped for it.
“Hi, Hon,” Shirley said. “How’s your holiday going?”
Alice curled up in a chair, settling in for a good talk.  “Pretty well, I think.” She recounted the evening spent  with Alan and Jennifer. Shirley wanted to know every  last detail, what all the gifts were, what everyone ate.  When she wound down, she asked, “How’s your Christmas Eve?”
“Oh, fine.” Shirley sounded oddly blue. “Justin’s in  his office, working on his novel. I slept a lot of the day,  since nothing’s going on at The Haven.”
“Wise of you. You’ll be glad you rested up tomorrow.” Alice forced herself to sound sympathetic, and she  was, toward Shirley. It was just that rat Justin she didn’t  trust. “What time do they all arrive?”
“About one o’clock. It means a hell of a lot of driving  for Justin, not to mention it took the skills of a UN  negotiator to organize a time when both his ex-wives  would allow their children to be away from them on  Christmas. Justin picks up Angel and Spring in Stoneham at eleven thirty. Then he’ll drive to the Braintree  mall to pick up Ben, who lives on the Cape. His mom  agreed to bring him that far. Then, about forty-five minutes to drive back out here.”
“And you’re roasting a turkey?”
“I am! I’m even doing it a special way, so it will be  nice and tender.”
“Good for you.” Alice knew that this was a sacrifice  for Shirley’s vegetarian heart.
“Well, I want them to like me, Alice. We see each  other so seldom, and I know their mothers don’t want  me, the new woman, to be a part of their lives.”
“No one could not like you, Shirley.”
“Oh, I hope you’re right, Alice. I’d like to think this  was the first holiday for us as a blended family.”
Alice squirmed. Shirley’s romantic blindness made  Alice as irritable as a cow with a bug in her ear.
Of all the Hot Flash friends, Alice loved Shirley the  best. When they first met, Shirley had been a masseuse  with a business sense as drifty as the smoke from one of  her aromatic candles. With Alice as her mentor, Shirley  had changed. She’d taken courses in management and finance. She’d stopped dreaming and actually made her  dream of running a wellness spa come true. Alice felt  proud of Shirley for all she’d accomplished, and protective of her, too.
Alice had been in charge of personnel for a major insurance company for most of her life, so she’d developed  keen instincts for liars, schemers, and bullshitters. And  Justin Quale was all of those. She just knew it. Alice   hadn’t criticized Shirley when she started dating Justin,  thinking—hoping—the romance would die a natural  death. After all, Shirley was twelve years older than  Justin and thrilled that this man, who had a Ph.D. in  literature and wanted to write novels, would choose  Shirley, who had never even graduated from high school.  When Shirley let Justin move into The Haven, Alice had  expressed her displeasure in no uncertain terms, although when Shirley hired him to teach a writing course  there, Alice hadn’t made too much of a fuss.
But now, something fishy was going on. Alice could  smell it, just as surely as she knew it when her boys were  teenagers and tried to sneak past her with mint on their  breath, too naïve to know she could smell the smoke on  their clothes.
For all Shirley’s chirpy optimism, in spite of how much  she had learned about business and looked and acted  like an intelligent, powerful woman, she was really quite  vulnerable. In her heart, Shirley believed in fairy tales.  Alice did too—as long as they were by the Brothers  Grimm. Justin’s princely façade covered the soul of a  toad. Alice knew  it. But what could she do?
“I can’t wait for the kids to see the tree,” Shirley rambled on moonily. “It’s the first time I’ve ever decorated  a tree for a family. It’s on the small side, but you know  my condo’s cozy, a bigger tree wouldn’t have worked.  Besides, it’s kind of cute, how all the presents sort of  overwhelm the tree. I’ve spent hours wrapping each  present.”
“Better have a camera ready.”
“Oh, I do! I’ve told Justin to hand the presents out  one by one, so I can photograph each child opening it. I  can’t wait to see their faces!”
“I wonder what they’ll give you.”
“Oh, I don’t care. Probably nothing. Christmas is all   about giving. Oh, Alice, this is going to be the best  Christmas of my life!”
“I hope so,” Alice said warmly, and she meant it, but  as she hung up the phone, her face was creased with  worry.
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WHEN SHIRLEY AWOKE AT SIX O’CLOCK ON CHRISTMAS morning, her heart jumped straight from slo-mo  sleep mode into speed skating.
At sixty-two, Shirley knew a racing heart was not a  good thing. And come on, why was her ridiculous heart  flipping around like this? She shouldn’t be nervous.  When was she going to grow up? When was she going to  stop being a coward? Hadn’t she proven herself enough  already?
Gazing upon the beautiful face of her beloved Justin,  who snored lustily on the pillow next to her, she told  herself, “I can do  this!”
Pulling on the filmy peach robe that set off her tousled  auburn hair, she went to the window and looked out  upon her domain, the elegant grounds spreading around  the magnificent stone building that once had been a private school and now was The Haven. Wasn’t Shirley the  director of The Haven, just as if she were an intelligent  person with good business sense? The rule of thumb,  she’d been told, was that new businesses didn’t turn a  profit until the third year. This was only the beginning of  their second year, and already they were beginning to  show one.
More than that, she’d provided a nurturing home base   for hundreds of women in the Boston area, including her  best friends.
Not to mention that while doing all this, she’d continued to stay away from the seductive charms of alcohol.  She’d been sober for years now. She was living proof  that a person could change her bad habits.
She had all the evidence she needed that she was an intelligent, rational person, right? She should be able to  trust her own judgment, right?
On the bed, Justin snorted and puffed volcanically.  She’d let him sleep. He deserved it, after the way he’d  made love to her last night. Shirley hugged herself.  Looking at Justin made her as happy as, well, as a kid  on Christmas. She loved Justin, and she knew that even  though he was twelve years younger than she, he loved  her, too, just as sincerely. Her Hot Flash friends just had  to stop fretting. They didn’t know all the sweet things  he said to her, not to mention the sweet things he did  to her!
Shirley padded into the living room and did a few  minutes of sun salutations. Then she went through the  dining area to the kitchen. She drank her orange juice,  ate some fruit yogurt, and brewed green tea, all the time  going over her plans for the day.
Because she was a vegetarian, she hadn’t roasted meat  for decades. But Justin’s kids were coming for Christmas  dinner, and that meant turkey. She’d researched ways to  make it tender, juicy, and delicious. She’d bought tons of  veggies. And she’d bought a pumpkin pie and a cherry  pie from Alan and Jennifer’s bakery, so she didn’t have  to worry about dessert.
She had to start the turkey now. She’d decided to put  it in a brown paper bag to make it especially tender, so  she turned on the oven, organized her roasting pan, and  hoisted the heavy bird out of the refrigerator. It was a  fresh free-range turkey from a farm. She rinsed it, then   rubbed it all over with butter and olive oil. Getting it  into the paper bag wasn’t easy, but she managed it and  slid it into the oven.
There. That much done!
She washed her hands and her few breakfast things  with organic soap, setting them in the wooden rack to  dry. She double-checked the living room. Perfection.  The tree and its presents glittered. And Justin’s present,  her real present, was hidden in Shirley’s purse. She’d  give it to him tonight when they were alone together.  Tears sprang to her eyes as she thought of how Justin  would look when he saw it.
She puttered around in the dining area, spreading the  holiday tablecloth she’d bought especially for the occasion, setting out the plates and silverware and napkins.  For the center of the table, she’d bought a long, low  arrangement of red and white carnations—not expensive, but festive.
Everything was ready for the best Christmas of her  life.
At ten thirty, Shirley leaned over the bed, put her hand  on Justin’s gorgeous naked shoulder, and gently shook  him. “Hon? It’s ten thirty. You’d better get going.”
“Mrrph.” Justin opened his eyes. “Okay. Thanks.”
As he showered and shaved, Shirley made the bed and  tidied the bedroom. Another good thing she’d accomplished, she thought, was helping Justin get to see his  kids more often. Both his ex-wives were angry with him,  and Shirley didn’t blame them, because over the years he  really hadn’t been very good about paying child support  or showing up for scheduled visits. What they didn’t  understand, of course, was that Justin was an artist, a  writer, a sensitive, poetic soul who just could not be  bound by the rigid laws imposed on ordinary people.
Justin hurried out of the bedroom and began pulling   on his clothes, his silver hair in its ponytail still damp.  Shirley perched on the end of the bed, watching him.  God, he was beautiful! It was Fate, really, that had  brought them together. They’d met in a management  seminar. It was Justin’s own brother, a Realtor, who  showed Shirley the run-down old estate that was now  the flourishing home of The Haven. No one could tell  her that she and Justin weren’t meant to be.
“Okay, Sweetface, gotta go.” Justin bent over, kissed  her, and went off.
Shirley headed into the bathroom for her own shower.  The thing her Hot Flash friends just couldn’t seem to  get was that Justin was an  intellectual. He had a bachelor’s and a master’s degree in English literature, and he’d  taught at various colleges and universities, but he’d never  been given tenure because the world was swamped with  English professors. “Publish or perish” was the unwritten academic law, but as much as Justin had struggled,  he hadn’t been able to teach, grade a million papers, sit  on endless committees, and still find the psychic energy  to write. So when his contract at a junior college was not  renewed, Justin had decided to try the business sector.  He’d signed up for the management seminar, hoping to  learn enough to land a decent day job. He went to work  at a real estate office and tried to write at night.
It was a good plan, and Justin did work hard. No one  could deny that. It wasn’t his fault that the real estate  deals he invested in fell through. His own brother had  advised him, and his own brother had lost money, too.  But his brother had a lot of money to play with; Justin  didn’t. While Justin had been riding his professional  roller coaster on its downward plunge, Shirley, with the  help of her Hot Flash friends and a few wealthy investors,  had gotten The Haven off the ground. It was only natural for her to invite Justin to teach a few courses in creative writing at the spa. His classes were always filled to   the max—again, a fact no one could argue with. For a  while, Justin rented a condo at The Haven for a nominal  amount, but that made Alice cranky, plus it was a  slight—very  slight—financial negative for The Haven,  so Shirley had invited him to move in with her and they  rented his condo to Star, the yoga teacher.
Finally, Justin had the emotional space and comfort  for writing his novel. He’d slaved over it, Shirley knew.  She’d carried endless cups of coffee to him as he sat typing away at his laptop on the dining room table. He’d  written hundreds and hundreds of pages in a storm of  creation. A few months ago, he’d declared the novel  nearly finished. Shirley was sure the work was brilliant,  although Justin was too shy to let her read the book.
Perhaps it was because he hadn’t yet been able to get  an agent. It wasn’t Justin’s fault. The publishing world  was as corrupt and difficult as the academic world. Everyone knew that. He didn’t have the right contacts. He  was disappointed—close to despair.
Shirley studied her body in the mirror as she dressed  for the day. So many wrinkles, so many lines! Her Hot  Flash friends, Polly, Marilyn, Alice, and Faye, could console themselves that no matter how used up their bodies  looked, it was all right. They’d given birth to children.  Their bodies  had been used. The same could be said for  the sags and wrinkles on their faces—no one had gotten  through the business of motherhood without some difficulties, disappointments, and sorrows. The love, worry,  fear, and labor that made them good mothers marked  their faces, and because of that, they would not change  a thing.
But Shirley had never had children. She had wanted  children. With all her heart, she had wanted children.  But it had just never been in the cards, and now the  marks on her face, the long, deep lines, seemed like the  tracks of tears engraved in her skin.
Which was why Justin was so important to her. She  could actually help make his dreams come true. That  was a luxury she’d never experienced. Alice, Faye, Marilyn, and Polly could close their eyes and remember all  the years when their kids went wide-eyed on Christmas  morning, or when they gave their kids the puppy or the  kitten or the new dress or the bike they’d been longing  for. The greatest joy in life wasn’t getting, it was giving.  Just once in her life, Shirley was going to experience  that.
She couldn’t wait. It really made her shiver. It would  be wonderful, seeing the kids open their presents. But it  would be a once-in-a-lifetime event on the order of a  miracle to give Justin his present tonight.
She knew what Justin was giving her, and it was very  important that she give him his present first. She hadn’t  even been looking; she’d been dusting the condo. His  briefcase had been sitting on the dining room table, next  to his laptop and his stack of papers. It had been open,  and Shirley had carelessly glanced inside. It was crammed  with student essays and handouts for his creative writing course, but wedged down at the bottom was a small  black velvet box.
The sight had electrified her as if she’d been struck by  lightning.
“Oh my God!” she’d whispered, covering her mouth.  Justin was just in the other room. They’d been talking  about marriage recently, in a playful, daydreamy kind of  way. She knew Justin loved her. She knew he liked to  surprise her. She danced away from the dining room  table, jubilant. His Christmas present to her was an engagement ring!
“Let’s wait and exchange our Christmas presents on  Christmas night,” she’d suggested a week or so ago.  “When we’re alone and relaxed.”
“Good idea,” he’d agreed. Today was the first holiday   they were spending all together, as if they were a kind of  family.
At one o’clock, her cell phone rang.
“Shirley,” Justin said, “Ben’s mom was late getting  him here. We’re just leaving Braintree.”
“That’s fine, Hon. Thanks for letting me know!” Shirley  wondered what to do about the turkey. She didn’t want  it to dry out, so she covered it and left it in the oven.
At two fifteen, the door flew open and they all  stomped in.
Angel and Spring wore low-cut jeans with cropped  sweaters. Spring’s hair was short, spiked, and blue. Angel’s  was long and curly. Both girls wore glittering gold eye  shadow and thick, frosted lipstick. Shirley tried to take  that as a kind of compliment, that they’d dressed up to  come to her place. Ben, only ten, hulked behind his half-sisters, looking sullen.
Shirley chirped, “Merry Christmas, everyone!” Pushing a little switch, she turned on her necklace and  earrings so they flashed.
Spring, the most sophisticated at fifteen, rolled her  eyes. But thirteen-year-old Angel said, “Cute!”
Ben pulled off his down jacket, dropped it on the  floor, and waded into the pile of presents. Grabbing one  of the larger ones, he picked it up and shook it. “What’s  in here?”
“Well, let’s all get settled and you’ll find out! I thought  your father could hand out—”
Ben read the tag. “Mine.” With both hands, in one  long, violent tear, he ripped the paper from the box.  “Cool! A PlayStation 2!”
“You got PlayStation?” Spring asked excitedly. “Wow!  What did we get?”
As if they operated with one brain, Spring and Angel,   in sync, threw themselves at the presents, scanning the  tags, tossing ones without their names over their shoulders in Ben’s general direction.
“Kids, kids!” Shirley cried. “Slow down! I want to get  pictures of you opening your presents!”
But the three kids were like hounds digging for buried  bones. They went at the presents in a frenzy, ripping the  wrapping paper, shredding the beautiful bows without  so much as a glance, tossing each present aside in their  hurry to get to the next one.
“We got a DVD player!” Angel trumpeted, sticking  out her tongue at Ben.
“We already have a DVD player, dummy,” Ben sneered.
“We got the coats!” Spring screamed at Angel as she  opened a large box. “I told you Shirley would get them  for us.”
Shirley perked up, waiting for them to thank her.  When they didn’t, she told herself to be glad the girls assumed she would do something nice for them. That was  a start, wasn’t it?
“A skateboard! Awesome.” Ben jumped up. “I’m going  to take this outside.”
“Wait!” Shirley said. “Let’s have Christmas dinner  first.”
“Aw, crap,” Ben whined. “Dad! Come on!”
“Why don’t you go try it out for just a few minutes,”  Justin told his son. “While we get dinner on the table.”
“I’m not helping set the table if he’s not helping!”  Spring snarled.
“No, kids, you don’t have to help,” Shirley hastily assured them. “Everything’s done; I just have to put the  food on the table.”
“I’ll just stay inside,” Ben decided, grabbing up his  new PlayStation.
“Well?” Spring demanded. “I thought you said dinner  was ready. I’m starving.”
Shirley was almost dizzy. The opening-presents event  had been a free-for-all, over almost before it was begun.  The girls were already ignoring their coats, DVDs, cosmetic kits, and other presents and sat on the sofa, fighting over the television remote control.
“MTV!”
“No, VH1!”
Ben leaned against the sofa, fingers flying over his  electronic game, already lost in another world.
No one had brought her a present, Shirley realized,  with a twinge of disappointment. But no one had given  their father a present, either. That was just mean.
“I’ll help you put the food on,” Justin said.
She gave him the best smile she could conjure up.  “Thanks.”
In the kitchen, she heated the creamed broccoli, the  cauliflower au gratin, the marshmallow-topped sweet  potatoes, the carrots simmered in brown sugar and butter. Justin’s kids all liked their veggies disguised by sauces,  the sweeter the better. She dished them into serving bowls,  and Justin carried them to the table.
“Okay!” Shirley said. “Now, Justin, if you’ll just hold  the big platter, I’ll put the turkey on it.”
She pulled oven mitts on and lifted out the heavy pan.
“Hey!” Drawn by the aroma, Ben stood in the doorway to the kitchen. “That smells good.”
His half-sisters came to stand behind him, peering  over his shoulder.
“Turkey. Cool,” Angel said. “We have to eat  goose  tonight. Ugh.”
“My mom’s fixing leg of lamb,” Ben said, making gagging noises.
“Ughghghgh!” both girls croaked.
Shirley’s cheeks were hot with happiness—she’d done  something  right! She’d cooked a Christmas turkey!
Carefully she cut open the brown paper bag. The   turkey was gorgeous, golden brown, steaming with heat  and flavor. Justin held the platter out.
Shirley put a long fork in each end of the turkey and  lifted it away from the roasting pan toward the platter.
With a kind of mushy, squishing liquid sound, most of  the meat fell away from the bones, splatting in greasy  pieces on the floor.
“Oooh, gross!” Ben cried.
“I’m not eating that!” Spring exclaimed.
“Me, either!” Angel echoed.
Visions of a strong gin and tonic danced in Shirley’s  head.
Fueled by Shirley’s optimistic energies, the day staggered  on. Enough meat remained on the turkey to feed everyone. The kids even ate the vegetables. Justin went out to  watch Ben on his skateboard while Shirley, on a whim,  gave the girls a tour of The Haven. Then Justin drove  the kids home, while Shirley gathered up the torn wrapping paper and bows and removed the various glasses,  plates, and cups the kids had left around the place. She  did the dishes and cleaned up the fallen turkey mess—  what a literal pain in the back!
Now, at last, Christmas night was here. The condo  was clean, the tree twinkled brightly, and Shirley had  turned off all the other lights and set candles glowing  around the room. Christmas music spilled softly from  the CD player. Shirley redid her makeup and tousled her  hair, wanting to look perfect for the coming perfect moment.
Justin came in, smelling of fresh air and snow. “Let me  fix a drink, and we can open our presents.”
“Lovely,” Shirley said. “I’ve made myself a pot of tea.”
Justin sank down on the sofa next to her. “Cheers,  Shirley,” he said, toasting her. “Thanks for making this  such a wonderful day for all of us.”
His praise touched her deeply. “I loved every minute  of it.”
He raised his eyebrows and grinned. “Every minute?”
She laughed. “The bit with the turkey was a little embarrassing.”
“We’ll all be laughing about it a few years from now,”  Justin assured her.
Hey! There was a long-range plan if she’d ever heard  one. Shirley’s heart swelled in her chest. She blinked  back tears.
“I want to give you your present now.” She bent to retrieve the little red box left under the tree. It looked like  a cuff link box. She hoped he would think it was cuff  links.
Justin set his drink on the table and put the present on  his lap. Carefully, he undid the ribbon and lifted the lid  off the box.
Inside was a check. From Shirley to Justin. For ten  thousand dollars.
Frowning, Justin looked at Shirley. “What’s this?”
Shirley was practically squirming all over, like a puppy  who’d just dropped his bone at his master’s lap. “It’s  money! So you can self-publish your novel! And pay for  a graphic artist to give it a dynamite cover. And in a few  more months, I’m going to give you another check, so  you can hire someone to help you publicize your book.”
Justin looked dumbfounded. He shook his head.  “Shirley, I can’t take this much money from you.”
“But that’s how much you need. You told me so, yourself.”
“Yes, but—”
“Justin, take it, please. I want to help you make your  dream come true.”
He ran his hand over his head. “I don’t know. I just  don’t know.”
She waited, holding her breath.
When he looked at her, his eyes were shining. “Shirley,  I’ve never had anyone love me this much. I don’t know  what to say.” He stood up and paced the room, walking  like a man in a dream.
Then he came back to the sofa, knelt in front of  Shirley, and took her hands in his. “All right. I’ll do it.  I’ll take your money and publish my novel. On one condition: every cent I make from it comes back to you,  until I pay this debt off.”
“It’s not a debt, silly, it’s a present,” Shirley reminded  him.
“I’m serious, Shirley. I’m going to put it in writing.  Any profit from my novel goes to you.”
God, she loved this man! He had such integrity! “All  right,” she agreed.
He pulled her down to him and kissed her passionately. “I love you, Shirley. I love you so much.”
“I love you.”
Rising, he said, “God, this is so exciting! I’ve already  investigated several self-publishing presses, but now  I get to choose.  I’ve got to make a list, and actually, I’d  better get some information off the Net. I’ll want to go  to their offices, meet these people, see what they propose  to give me for my money.”
Shirley pulled her knees up and hugged them against  her, watching Justin in his excitement.
“Oh!” Justin said, stopping midpace. “I haven’t given  you your present yet.”
Justin reached into his pocket and brought out the  small black velvet box. Returning to the sofa, he sat next  to Shirley and put the box in her hand.
“This is nothing compared to what you’ve given me,”  he told her somberly. “I’m sorry I couldn’t afford something bigger. I’d like to give you a diamond as big as the  Ritz.”
“Silly,” Shirley said, kissing him lightly on the lips. It   was, after all, the thought that counted. She didn’t care  if the diamond was the size of a grape seed; it was still  an engagement ring.
She opened the box.
And gasped.
Inside, tucked into a slot in the black velvet, lay two  tiny diamond ear studs.
She couldn’t help it. Tears leapt into her eyes. Ear  studs, and she’d thought it was an engagement ring! For  a moment, a terrible bitterness filled her mouth like an  acid. She felt like such a fool for assuming it was a ring!
“Don’t cry, darling,” Justin said. “You’re worth it.”
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COOL, ELEGANT CAROLYN’S CHRISTMAS DECORATIONS  were all silver and white.
“It’s rather like entering a spaceship,” Hugh remarked,  as he and Polly went into the house.
“Polly, Hugh, lovely to see you! Merry Christmas!”  Carolyn, elegant in a red cashmere dress, air kissed them  both before pulling them into the living room, where a  bartender offered them flutes of Champagne.
The large, airy rooms were already crowded. Hank’s  aristocratic and rather daffy mother, Daisy, was there,  carrying her pet Shih Tzu, Clock, everywhere in her  arms and talking to the dog more than to the human beings. One of Hank’s sisters, Evelyn, was there, with her  husband and their three young children. Ingrid, Carolyn’s new au pair, drifted through the room with baby  Elizabeth in her arms.
Faye was ensconced on the sofa, her legs stretched out  and one ankle elevated on a cushion. Her neck brace  made it difficult for her to turn her head easily, so anyone talking with her had to sit on the coffee table facing  her.
Polly made a beeline for Faye. “Merry Christmas, Faye!  How do you feel?”
Faye managed a smile. “Awful, to tell the truth. If I   don’t use painkillers, I’m in agony, and if I do use them,  I’m in the Twilight Zone.”
Now that she was close to her, Polly could see how  pale Faye was. Wanting to cheer her up, she said, “Well,  you look gorgeous!”
A chiming noise vibrated the air.
Carolyn tapped a glass with a knife until she had everyone’s attention. “Dinner’s served!”
Aubrey leaned over the back of the sofa, placing an  affectionate hand on Faye’s shoulder. “I’ll bring you a  plate.”
“Thanks, Aubrey.” Faye made a little shooing gesture.  “Go on, Polly, fix your own plate. I’ll be fine.”
Polly, Hugh, and Aubrey joined the line at the table. It  was set buffet style, with the food served by a smiling  young caterer. Suddenly, Carolyn materialized out of  thin air.
“Here, Hugh.” Carolyn handed him a plate heaped  with food. “Take this to Faye, will you?” Deftly she  turned to Aubrey. “Father, why don’t you sit at the little  table by the tree with Elizabeth? And Polly, could you  hold Elizabeth for me? She knows you and Father, she  won’t fuss with you two.” Before Polly could object,  Carolyn lifted her baby out of Ingrid’s arms and plunked  her into Polly’s.
So, smoothly Carolyn paired off her father with Polly.  Of course, Polly loved holding the little girl. At eight  months, Elizabeth was only seven months younger than  Polly’s grandson, still cuddly and full of bubbles and  baby babble. Aubrey clearly adored his granddaughter,  holding her while Polly ate. Then Polly returned the  favor, and she couldn’t help it; she enjoyed talking with  Aubrey, no doubt about that. He was a handsome,  charming man. She told him about setting her house on  fire. He laughed heartily.
From time to time, Polly glanced over at Faye, reclining on the sofa, with Hugh close by. The two were talking and laughing quite happily, Polly thought. It’s just a  party, she reassured herself. We’re supposed to talk to  everyone at parties.
After dinner, everyone settled in the living room  around the Christmas tree and the fire. Aubrey stationed  himself next to Faye, sitting on the edge of the sofa, occasionally touching her lightly with his hand or leaning  down to whisper something that made her smile.
Hugh returned to Polly’s side, his jovial face flushed  and bright. “What a feast! And such fascinating people.”
So everything was all right, Polly thought, with relief.
Then Carolyn and Hank brought out the Perrier Jouët  Champagne. Since Elizabeth’s premature birth in April,  Carolyn had lost her baby weight and regained her  strong, healthy blond beauty. Her father had handed  over control of the Sperry Paper Company to her, they’d  moved into this new house, and Carolyn was thriving.  She radiated confidence and well-being. Polly felt a moment of almost maternal pride as she watched the lovely  young woman.
Carolyn’s mother had died when she was young, and  because of Carolyn’s dedication to the company, handed  down matrilineally through the generations, she hadn’t  had a chance to keep up old friendships or develop new  ones. When Polly met her last year at The Haven, Carolyn was a very isolated woman. Polly, who was cold-shouldered by her own daughter-in-law, had loved the  opportunity to talk about all the things women over  the ages discussed: the eccentric physical problems of  pregnancy, the doubts about being a good mother. Gradually, they’d become such close friends that when Carolyn went into premature labor while Hank was out of  town, she had called Polly for help.
Polly alone had been privy to Carolyn’s fears and struggles. She’d helped her uncover Aubrey’s new wife’s devious, money-grubbing scheme. Polly had been there when  Elizabeth was born. She’d spent hours helping Carolyn  adjust to the demands of motherhood. She’d become a  kind of second mother to the young woman.
But that didn’t mean Polly should pair off with Carolyn’s father, even though that seemed to be what Carolyn wanted.
Now Carolyn raised her glass in a toast. “Merry  Christmas, everyone!”
They all cheered and drank.
“I want to thank my mother-in-law and sister-in-law  and brother-in-law for coming to spend this Christmas  with us.” Carolyn looked very beautiful as one of her  great-grandmother’s magnificent ruby-and-diamond necklaces sparkled around her throat. “This has been a year  of many changes.”
“You had a baby!” chirped her five-year-old niece,  and everyone laughed.
“Indeed, I did.” Carolyn looked at her daughter, nestled now in her husband’s arms. Leaning forward, she  kissed Elizabeth’s nose. “And my father and I moved  from the family home, which is being converted into a  museum for the town. Hank and I have turned this new  house into a comfortable home, we’ve hired Ingrid as  our housekeeper/nanny, and the Sperry Paper Company  has had the best year in a decade.”
More cheers.
When the noise died down, Carolyn spoke again.  “And I couldn’t have done it all without you, Polly.” She  flushed as she spoke. Carolyn was always uneasy with  emotion. “You were like the mother I never had. You’ve  taught me so much, and you’ve helped me so much. I  wish I could adopt you as my mother, but since I can’t,  Hank and I would like to ask you to be Elizabeth’s godmother.”
It should have been a poignant moment. Instead, Polly  felt like an onion dropped into an emotional Cuisinart,  sliced and diced by the various needs of the others in the  room. Carolyn’s request made Polly’s heart swell with  love and sympathy—she knew how hard it was for Carolyn to show affection. She knew how much Carolyn  needed a mother. And baby Elizabeth was adorable.
But if Polly agreed to be Elizabeth’s godmother, that  would tie her in even closer to Carolyn’s family. Would  it drive a wedge between Polly and Faye?
Of all the Hot Flash Club, Faye was the one Polly  liked the best. She was the one with whom Polly had the  most in common. They were both widowed by men they  had loved. They each had one child: Faye, a daughter;  Polly, a son. They wanted to be grandmothers more than  Marilyn, who was obsessed with her ancient fossils, or  Shirley, who had never had children and was focused on  running The Haven, or professional, no-nonsense Alice.
A volcanic blast of heat exploded through Polly. She  couldn’t think—she wanted to pour her Champagne right  down the front of her dress, anything  to cool off!
“Polly?”
Polly blinked.
Carolyn and all the others in the room were smiling at  her, waiting for her reply. What could she say?
“I—I—Why, Carolyn, it’s an honor to be asked to be  Elizabeth’s godmother.”
Carolyn was never shy about closing a deal. “So you  accept?”
What else could she say? “I accept!”
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