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Karma Kitty Christmas

 

By Amy Lane

 

Isaac Browning is the picture of a melancholy widower, knitting to soothe his sorrows. One day, his neighbor’s handsome grandson, Luca, asks him an innocent question: Why does knitting that sweater make your face scrunch up like that?

The answer pours out: Isaac is drowning in bitterness, stuck reliving the death throes of his failed marriage and the twist of fate that kept him from fixing his own life before his late husband’s death spared him the trouble.

Luca has always been the king of “I got this.” From getting kicked out of the house at eighteen to starting his own business or taking care of his awesome grandparents, Luca has taken what life throws at him. But Luca’s suddenly single sister is going to have a baby, and Isaac and his yarny hobby are an unexpected godsend. In spite of Isaac’s issues, he’s really amazing company.

Together, the two men start an unlikely friendship. Luca thinks Isaac is a sweetly chaotic mess, and Isaac is utterly smitten with Luca’s kindness, but they both need to straighten out their own lives before they can start something real. Except life is seldom that neat and tidy. Life is a messy yarn box of a thousand colors—bossy students, pregnant sisters, awesome friends, and the best (and worst) of family knit themselves into a tapestry that binds the two men together. Then the cosmic cat distribution system provides Isaac with a catnip-addicted orange kitty as the first step in building a life that’s uniquely his own. With a little bit of growing and some help from Euclid, Luca and Isaac learn that something real is what you make of it, and with a little bit of elbow grease, the possibilities are as sturdy and as beautiful as their wildest dreams.


To Mate, still and always. To Mary, because of course. To the kids and dogs, yup yup yup. And to Steve the cat, who while not an orange boi, is as cat as cat can cat.


Author’s Note

 

 

THIS IS pure sugary goodness. Enjoy it like shortbread, my friends.


Knitting on the Porch in May

 

 

ISAAC SCOWLED with dissatisfaction at the six giant bins full of yarn. Fingering weight, bulky, wool, wool/acrylic, acrylic—he even had some gloriously colored gradients in (unfortunately) cotton. And don’t forget the sumptuous alpaca skeins that he reserved for the depths of winter. Or the winter blues—it was good for both. Basic solids in pastels and primaries, exotic colorways—enough for an entire sweater for somebody really generously sized. Even blankets’ worth of acrylic in all the rainbows.

Not to mention all the whimsical balls of scraps from the hats he’d made for students over the years. Bouncing around in their own box, the scrap balls beckoned, although Isaac had yet to think of the perfect project, so he kept making more hats in fantastic color combinations and keeping the extras.

He yearned to start a new project.

God, Isaac—can’t you finish one lousy thing!

Isaac bristled at the sound of his late husband’s voice in his head. Oh Jesus, Todd—it’s been almost two years. Can’t you leave me the fuck alone?

The venom in his own internal monologue startled him. Isaac couldn’t remember ever being that angry at Todd in their lives together.

Or at least never voicing how angry he was at Todd in their lives together.

He shuddered at the intrusiveness of that thought. It had been popping into his head more and more over the last year and a half.

He’s dead. He can’t possibly care now whether or not you were happy.

Oh, but Isaac hadn’t been. He tried to squelch that thought—it was wrong to speak ill of his dead husband, wrong to hold on to the pain, the… the crushing loneliness of the previous ten years, and use it to resent a dead man that the rest of the world seemed to revere.

So wrong. He needed an act of penance, stat. He needed to eat a bland meal (when he preferred spicy) or to ship his old, comfortable clothes to charity (when he liked to wear them around the house) or to (no!) return the quiet reserve of cargo pants and funny T-shirts he’d been buying over the last year to wear to school because the other teachers his age wore them, and one day—one day—he’d wear them too.

He couldn’t bear it. He couldn’t. But… but he’d been thinking about splurging on some new yarn. He’d added to his stash over the past year, but not too much. Two of the bins here, the ones with the wildest colors. He’d been able to justify it because he had more scraps—and more time to knit—since Todd had passed, and he’d managed to make a hat or hand warmers for every kid in his honors algebra class this year—and some for the kids in pre-algebra who had taken it more than once and finally passed. Usually those kids walked in with the barest of math skills, but the state didn’t really fund remedial classes these days, so pre-algebra it was. Isaac felt for the sophomore, junior, or sometimes senior students who started out not knowing their times tables but were finally able to say they’d passed pre-algebra. On the one hand, it felt like a meager accomplishment—it certainly didn’t look good on paper. But on the other hand, it was an amazing accomplishment, because they’d had to work the hardest, and he was proud of them.

But Todd had reluctantly approved of Isaac spending his yarn and his time on rewards for the smart kids. He’d been so disapproving of Isaac’s desire to reward the underachievers for perseverance that Isaac had needed to squirrel money away to so much as give them “Congratulations” cards in the past.

This year Isaac had worked his ass off getting those hats and hand warmers done on time—he’d even had enough time and yarn for a scarf for the freshman in pre-algebra who’d gotten the highest grade. So he had plans for his yarn, including a sweater—a bright rainbow-hued sweater he wanted to knit or crochet for himself! One that would replace the plain blue one he’d made ten years ago and the boring cream-colored one with a few cables (More would look junky and ostentatious, Isaac. Tone it down!) that he’d finished five years ago, after Todd had threatened to withhold his yarn budget if Isaac didn’t finish it.

And sweater vests. So many sweater vests, with adorable patterns on them. Isaac had made one—but oh the plans he had for many!

“If you’d wanted money for crap to buy your students, you should have completed those projects first! Jesus, Isaac, do I have to plan your life for you?”

“No,” thought Isaac, “but fuck me if you’re not micromanaging the breath out of me!”

He recoiled from another crappy memory, as well as from the cringey thought that he might have had more of his own life under his belt by now if he’d actually said some of those angry things in his head, behind his eyes, instead of merely thought them and swallowed them.

He might even have kept more of his hair from his faintly receding widow’s peak.

It was that last bitter thought—as well as Todd’s incessant hammering that Isaac needed to finish what he started before he began something else—that drove him to it.

He ignored the rainbow cardigan he’d been planning to crochet for himself, or the bin of scraps that he wanted to use for Fair Isle so he could make the “hats with the pictures” that his students so loved, and reached instead for the plain cotton tote full of brown yarn.

He’d been planning to knit a basic top-down crew-neck sweater. Yup, German neckline, which Todd hadn’t appreciated but Isaac had known he’d take for granted as a feature of a “real” sweater—raglan sleeves, a subtle band of texture across the chest, and the same German hem at the bottom. Yup. That was it.

Brown.

It’s a quality yarn. Alpaca and wool, with some acrylic to keep it from pilling. With some brushing and some cedar chips, this will be practical and last forever and ever and ever and ever.

Just like this bad relationship that I can’t seem to shake even though you’re dead.

With a sigh, he grabbed the project bag, made sure his little pouch of tools—extra circular needles, yarn needles, double-pointed needles, measuring tape, ruler, scissors, stitch markers, etc.—was in the bag as well, and stood.

It had been warm this early May day, but under the awning of his porch, with the two fans creating a breeze, his porch swing would still be cool. He could sit outside, listen to his favorite audiobook, and watch the neighborhood kids play. The family across the street had a huge front yard, and fierce competitions of everything from soccer to stickball to red rover often ensued after dinner. And of course there was always Luca.

Isaac swallowed and tried to tamp down on his thoughts of Luca Giordano, the grandson of Sophia and Geordie, who was currently fixing up their house to sell so they could live off the proceeds in retirement. Todd had been right about this neighborhood only appreciating as they’d lived there—residential properties with big yards and unique two-story floor plans, as well as wide sidewalks and roads, were becoming a luxury in the day and age of tiny prefabs. Sophia and Geordie could spend a good twenty years in their retirement villa after this house was flipped, and their grandson and his construction crew were doing the place up right.

And Luca was a nice guy. A nice-looking guy. A midsized guy with broad shoulders, blond-streaked wavy brown hair, bronzed skin, a dazzling white smile under a bold, unapologetic nose, and inky black eyes.

He’s a polite young man, Isaac told himself, but that line sounded so much like Todd that Isaac was compelled to emotional honesty. Who’s at least thirty and runs his own business and looks stunning without his shirt when his jeans are hanging around his hips.

Oh God. Isaac was going outside to knit on the porch and ogle his neighbor’s grandson. He was going to hell.

Well, maybe Todd’s self-righteous ass will end up in a cold, sterile heaven, and I’ll be spared that at least.

That thought almost did it—almost derailed a ten-year habit of knitting on the front porch in blissful solitude, free to listen to whatever he wanted, doing a thing he loved and refused to give up, watching a happy world go by during the prettiest moments of the seasons.

Because the fact was, he’d rather go watch the neighbor’s unfairly attractive grandson, covered in paint and drywall dust and carpet fibers, finish a laborer’s menial job (as Todd would have referred to it) than spend the afterlife with his supposedly beloved husband, and damn if that wasn’t a big truth to swallow.

In fact, it was such a big truth to swallow that Isaac couldn’t. In the end that’s what drove him to the porch, to his place of peace, with his hated brown sweater and the audiobook he’d really been looking forward to. He just really needed to escape his own head right now, and he couldn’t afford to turn down any avenue to help him do that.


Magic Hour

 

 

LUCA HATED to admit it to himself, but he was anticipating Magic Hour more than usual today.

It had started when the job he and his guys had shown up for that morning had been cancelled, because the price of their materials had gone up so much that their client hadn’t been able to afford the project. It had only been a mother-in-law cottage—he and his boys could have done it in a week or two—but the average Joe only had so big a cushion, and in this case, Joe decided mom-in-law could continue to live in the guest room.

Luca had met the old bat, and he had his doubts—and from one glance at Mrs. Average Joe’s face as her husband had given them the news, he thought she did too. Since it was her mother-in-law, she should know. But hey, he was neither marriage counselor nor old-bat remover, and he and his guys were just trying to get by.

He’d let the guys go home and had driven to his trailer on the tiny warehouse lot—the “location” of his business, where he kept materials for upcoming jobs as well as the trailer office—to see if he and his office assistant (also known as his little sister, Allegra) could juggle up another job for that week.

They managed to move their next job up a week—but only a week—and he had to tell the guys he had no work for them until next Monday.

So that had sucked.

And then as he and Allegra had been settling gloomily into their lunch—a big triple portion of Chinese dumplings to share—Allegra had confessed tearfully that her shitty boyfriend had broken up with her and asked her to move her stuff in the next two days or he’d dump it on the lawn.

Because she was pregnant.

She was pregnant, alone, and wholly dependent on the income Luca was trying to provide with the company that was getting more and more frayed shoestring by the day.

Aces.

But Allegra had been scared, and their parents weren’t speaking to either of them (judgy assholes), and he’d been all she had. So what had started as a quiet lunch where Luca could get his head on straight had turned into an angst fest during which he had to hold his sobbing sister and help her pull on her big-girl pants so they could get through the next couple of weeks of figuring out what to do.

Of course the obvious solution—temporary—was to move her into the spare room of Luca’s apartment, but Luca knew that wouldn’t last. Even without the baby, Allegra liked to spread out, and Luca needed somewhere—a yard, a den, a study, somewhere—to himself in his own home.

His last boyfriend had called him “withholding.” Luca had called himself “recovering from a childhood with parents who wouldn’t let me poop without checking to make sure I wasn’t doing something the Bible says I shouldn’t.”

His last boyfriend hadn’t thought that was funny, and Luca had, and that’s why his last boyfriend was his last boyfriend.

So by the time Luca got to his grandparents’ place to see what new horrors awaited (he’d had to replace the subflooring and drywall in both bathrooms and the adjoining bedrooms, and don’t even get him started on the dry rot in the kitchen), he’d really been looking forward to Magic Hour.

His grandparents’ neighbor, Mr. Browning, was a quiet man—but cute. So cute. He’d probably been quite a twinkie delight in his twenties, but now, at not yet forty, he was quietly pretty, with pale brown hair and kind eyes with the crinkles at the corners that said he smiled more than he frowned. Luca knew (because his grandmother was a terrible gossip) that the man had lost his husband not too long before they moved to the villa, so Luca had been trying to respect the man’s grief, but oh, that didn’t stop him from enjoying Magic Hour.

Every evening, weather permitting, Mr. Browning would come out and sit on his front porch and knit or crochet. He had a heater for cold days and a light for the fall and winter days when it was dark by six o’clock, and he would simply sit quietly, listening to something on his EarPods, and create… magic.

Luca knew knitting and crocheting because his grandmother still did it. Hell, he’d been the one who’d been responsible for moving half her yarn to storage, with the promise that he’d take her “yarn shopping” from her stores once a month. His parents had told his grandmother to throw it away, and Luca could forgive them for cutting him off for being gay, but he would never forgive them for the tears of hurt and devastation in his grandmother’s eyes when she told him, “Bianca says I have to throw it away. Your father agrees with her, and now….”

Luca could have cheerfully killed them both.

He didn’t do either craft, but when he was a kid, he used to ask his grandmother, in wonder, what she was going to do with all the pretty yarn.

“Anything, Luca,” she’d reply with pride. “This yarn can be anything in the world.”

Allegra puckishly referred to the yarn stash as “Schrödinger’s Hats,” because until you opened the box, anything was possible.

Luca knew that nice Mr. Browning and his grandmother used to plan projects all the time. Sometimes she’d buy yarn for him, because she said his husband had put him on a “yarn diet” (which sort of sounded like an asshole move to Luca, but hey, wasn’t his relationship, right?), but they’d trade patterns and all the neighborly things that most people probably associated with cooking. As far as Luca knew, they’d traded recipes too, but what he really loved was how much his grandmother enjoyed having somebody to talk about yarn with.

He knew Mr. Browning still visited his grandmother, which made him like the man even more, and his grandma told him that they used to “yarn” on the porch together sometimes, but Luca had never seen that. What he’d seen in the last six months as he’d been working on the house to get it ready to sell had been Mr. Browning himself, a soft-handed miracle, a quiet, self-contained rainbow maker using deft movements and brightly colored fiber to make useful, beautiful things—mostly for other people—and infusing the world with a sort of silent happiness by the act of creation.

Luca really needed that quiet happiness this evening.

But the minute Mr. Browning sat down, Luca knew there was something wrong.

The man was chilling in the shade on his white-cushioned porch swing in a pair of Dockers and a button-down that looked oddly formal for a man in his late thirties. He often dressed like that, Luca knew, because those were his teaching clothes, but the effect was still… old. Stuffy. Stodgy. Which didn’t match what his grandmother said about the man at all.

But it wasn’t his clothes that struck Luca wrong. It was the project in his lap.

For one thing, it wasn’t… bright. Luca was used to seeing him work with bright colors—solids or variegated miracles, woolly rainbows—and loving them. Stopping often to appreciate their effect against each other and smile.

But this project was… well, brown.

Not that Luca objected to brown—some people looked quite fetching in it. But this guy—that bright yarn stash seemed to be where all his excitement lay, and now it had been dampened to… well, brown. Plain brown.

It didn’t sit well with Luca, although it wasn’t his place to say anything. God forbid he try to change the man’s yarn choice, right?

But the sixth time he watched Mr. Browning glance down at the project in his hands and then crumple his face like he was about to cry, something in Luca broke.

“Heya, Mr. Browning—can I help you with something?”

The man glanced up in surprise, swiveling his head wildly like he’d gotten caught picking his nose or something. His gaze landed on Luca, and he stopped abruptly and chuckled to himself, taking an earbud out as he did so.

“Oh my goodness, Luca. You startled me.” He gave a quick brilliant grin. “I thought I was at school for a minute. You don’t need to call me Mr. Browning, you know—my name is Isaac.”

Oh wow. This was like winning the lottery or something.

Luca grinned. “Really? See, my grandma, she only talks about ‘Mr. Browning’—I don’t think she ever mentioned your first name!”

Isaac’s laughter was really a balm to the soul. “See, that’s weird. Grandparents are a gray area, right? First name, or is that too formal, or do you just call them ‘Grandma’ and ‘Grandpa’ because that’s how the people your age know them?” He shook his head. “I’m sorry. I’m rambling. Anyway, yes, you can call me Isaac, but if you don’t mind, I’ll keep calling your grandmother Mrs. Giordano, or things will get weird.”

Luca chuckled with him. “Yeah, I can definitely see that. Okay, so, uhm, Isaac.” He sobered. “What seems to be the problem? I… I gotta admit, I’ve watched you come out here and yarn for a lot of days, and I’ve never seen you so unhappy.”

Luca had just finished hauling most of the kitchen cabinets out of the house and loading as many as he could fit into his truck. He’d be back the next day with one of his guys, working for bennies and not much else, to load the rest and then to bring back the flooring in one of the company vans. But right now he was pretty much done for the night. With a quiet sigh, he moved toward the four-foot plank fence and leaned against it, taking in Isaac’s tidy if boring yard, and the white-painted farm-style house, two stories, with at least two master suites and probably two more smaller rooms, as well as a downstairs guest bathroom. It was far too big for two men—he’d always thought that—but now, with only Mr., uhm, Isaac living there, it seemed way too large.

And Isaac, sitting cross-legged in his school clothes while staring glumly at the pile of brown in his hands, seemed even less substantial than he had all winter.

As though Isaac could see that himself, he glanced at the yarn, on what Luca’s grandmother called a circular needle, and then set it down and sighed.

“I really don’t want to finish this sweater,” he admitted baldly.

Luca peered at the little bit of round knitting on the needle. “It doesn’t hardly look like you started it,” he said, hoping he hadn’t cursed the man in his native tongue or something.

Isaac assessed the project again and nodded unhappily. “I know, right? I….” He grimaced. “I started it for Todd originally. And it was just glaring at me, nagging me, in Todd’s voice. ‘You cannot possibly afford more yarn, Isaac, if you don’t finish the project you started!’” He grunted. “Bastard.”

Luca stared at him. “Really?”

To his amazement, a low flush came up on Isaac’s cheeks. “I’m sorry,” he mumbled, starting to stand up. “I-I should go inside. That was terrible of me—I shouldn’t say things like that.”

Luca was suddenly starving for his company. “Why not? Do you feel them?”

Isaac nodded and then seemed appalled. “I shouldn’t!” He clapped his hand over his mouth. “I shouldn’t say anything bad,” he muttered, almost to himself. “I should be grateful for everything he did for me, take the house, take the inheritance, and just shut my mouth and—”

“And knit ugly sweaters? No offense, Isaac, but that’s like taking lemons and making liquid bullshit with them. My God, if you’ve got the house and the money, shouldn’t you be able to knit whatever the hell you want?”

Isaac stared at him, his enormous hazel eyes stunned. And for a moment, it was as though two people were at war inside this one unassuming man—Luca could almost see them vying for control, and he wondered which one would win.

He was rooting for the guy who was like his grandmother and wanted to knit and crochet all the yarn, and who deserved at least ten boxes of Schrödinger’s Hats.

When Isaac finally spoke, his voice was so quiet, Luca had to lean his head in. “I’m sorry, what?”

“Yes,” Isaac whispered. Then he said it again, louder. “Yes.” Then he shouted it. “Yes, yes, yes!” It was almost sexual—as was the expression of profound relief on Isaac’s face. He stood abruptly and gathered his knit bag, and for a moment, Luca was truly disappointed. The conversation had been wonderful, but he felt as though he’d destroyed Magic Hour—and, well, he’d really wanted to see it happen.

Then Isaac paused. “Actually, Luca, is there anything you’d like me to knit? Something small and colorful? Hat, scarf, throw pillow?”

Luca grinned at him. “I’d say yes, but I’d have to answer to my grandma, and that wouldn’t be pretty.”

Isaac’s laugh was genuine. “Oh, you’re right. I’d almost forgotten—she loves to yarn for you.”

“Yeah, she does,” Luca said fondly. “But you know….” Suddenly the reason for his shitty day crashed in on him. “You know, my sister….” And this felt personal—but then he’d sort of intruded on this man’s personal time, so it was only fair. “See, my sister, Allegra, told me today that she’s, uhm….” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, it’s a mess. She’s pregnant, and her boyfriend kicked her out—”

“Because why?” Isaac asked, shocked.

“Because he’s an asshole,” Luca said, voice grim. “And that’s as far as I want to look at it. Anyway… the boyfriend’s an asshole, my pregnant sister is in my spare room, and—” He sighed. “—she’s freaking out. And the thing is, I think she’ll make an amazing mother. She’d already decided to keep the baby, but she’s still freaking out. She just needs to take a breath and get her shit together. You wouldn’t want to make her a baby blanket, would you? Something small, for a newborn. Something pretty that would make her see that hey, life’s a little bit hard right now, but it’ll get better. You know? I mean, it’s a lot to ask from a blanket, but my grandma’s so good at loving us with yarn—we don’t want to tell her yet, but, you know….” He bit his lip, suddenly embarrassed. It had been a huge request. “I’d buy the yarn,” he said, trailing off. “I’d pay you as much as you’d want.”

“No,” Isaac said kindly. “I don’t knit for money. But I do knit for friends. Tell you what. How about I go inside and pull out some of my pattern books and colors, and you come in and help me pick something out? I’ve had to make three baby blankets this year—students don’t always wait for the best time either—so I’ve got some extra skeins. How about you go wash up, and you can come in?” He looked uncertain for a moment. “I’m, uhm, heating up some beans for dinner—I can heat up enough for two, if you like.”

Oh wow. Oh wow. This was amazing. This was fantastic. This really was Magic Hour. All this time Luca had been waiting until it was appropriate to make his move on Isaac Browning and Isaac Browning had just invited him to dinner! It wasn’t sexual—and Luca wouldn’t make a move, he swore he wouldn’t, but….

“Yeah, Isaac,” he said, appreciating the man’s trim form up and down. “Yeah, I’d really like that. Thanks so much for asking. Let me finish up and wash up like you said, and I’ll be over in fifteen, if that’s okay. I’ve planned stuff with my grandma since I was a little kid—I’d love to plan a blanket.”

I’d love to throw you down on a blanket and kiss your little body until you flush all over!

But he didn’t say that last part. At this juncture, it would be rude.

 

 

HE HAD a spare T-shirt and cargo pants in his truck—he hated stopping by his grandparents’ place after work smelling like BO and whatever funk he’d been working with that day, so he always kept a change of clothes, and, hey, the bathrooms had been the first things remodeled, and there was shower shit in there. He even had flip-flops so he didn’t have to wear his boots, and while the more rational, saner part of his brain was muttering, This isn’t a date, this isn’t a date, don’t get your hopes up, he’s a widower for God’s sake, the part of his brain that hadn’t been laid in a year was like, Hey—his husband seemed like sort of a tool anyway.

It was an unworthy thought; he hadn’t known the guy, but his grandmother had sort of prejudiced him with that “his husband put him on a yarn diet” thing. It smacked of Allegra’s shitty ex-boyfriend, who used to try to put her on a food diet. Like he should have any say over what went into his sister’s mouth, period!

And it really reminded him of his parents, who had tried to put him on a boy diet, because boys shouldn’t want to taste other boys, or his friend Jimmy Bob’s phobic ex-girlfriend, who had wanted to put Jimmy Bob on a Luca diet because she thought he would make Jimmy Bob gay.

Basically Luca had a problem with obsessive, controlling assholes, and, well, he couldn’t seem to get over that look on Isaac’s face when he’d said he really didn’t want to finish that sweater.

The mixture of grief, relief, and vindication in his eyes, in his posture? Luca really wanted to get to the bottom of that.

 

 

“OH WOW! You got all spiffed up!” There was no grief, relief, or vindication in Isaac’s eyes now, Luca noticed as he opened the door. Just a blatant appreciation that Luca rather enjoyed. “I’m sorry, I… well….”

“Our work clothes are pretty different,” Luca said with a wink. “You’re fine. I didn’t want to track dirt and drywall dust into your house is all.” He glanced around, liking the sturdy woodwork in pale colors and the cream furnishings with the gentle sage green of the rug. The whole place spoke of class and understatement and… well, it was a little bland.

Isaac followed the direction of his gaze and sighed. “It’s… boring,” he muttered. “So boring. Sorry. I… that’s what you get when you spend more than a decade with somebody who thinks mauve is a statement.”

Luca’s eyebrows raised, and Isaac buried his face in his hands. “I’m sorry!” he wailed. “I swear I don’t make it a habit to trash-talk my late husband. Today is an exception, I promise!”

Luca had to laugh. “Hey, no skin off my nose. I never met him. I guess I’m surprised because my nonna’s got, like, a sixth sense for that sort of thing. I’m surprised she never gossiped.”

Isaac let out a frustrated sigh. “We…. Todd and I kept things private,” he said after a moment, leading Luca through to his white-tiled, white-walled, gray-countered kitchen, where a pot of fragrant bean soup was simmering, as well as—oh wow. Was that homemade bread? The smells made up for the sterility, Luca thought… or, well, hoped.

“Was that a you thing or a Todd thing?” Luca asked perceptively, and Isaac let out a whimper.

“You really don’t want to hear this,” he murmured. “Come on in. Is it okay if we sit at the island?” He gave a nod to the kitchen table, which while not piled with stuff, did have a healthy stack of mail on it. “I keep meaning to get to it, but until I get a cat to kick stuff off—” He stopped. Right there in the middle of the kitchen.

“What?” Luca asked, surprised.

“It’s like a weird barrier broke in my brain,” Isaac murmured, almost to himself. “Like, there I was, looking for my yarn stores, and I made myself pick a project Todd would like, and that… it’s like that was the thing that broke the dam. All the things started spilling out.”

“I’m sorry?” Luca said, not sorry at all. “I mean, maybe this was just the day for it, right? It’s been a while since he passed, right?”

Isaac glanced at him, nodding. “Yeah, a year and a half in July. I….” He swallowed, like he was trying to swallow everything down again, and Luca had a moment of panic. No! Swallowing everything down meant working on the hated brown sweater! It meant not getting a cat—which would be a bad thing, right? It would mean….

It would mean that the somewhat bewildered man who had gazed at Luca so appreciatively wouldn’t be the man who’d asked him over for bean soup and a thrilling evening picking out yarn.

“Listen,” Luca said gently, glancing at the kitchen island, which had been set nicely with placemats and matching bowls, “I can see this isn’t your normal day. But you’re offering to do something really nice for my sister—and I realize you said something small, and I said something bigger, but I swear, I’m so grateful. If you need to trauma dump on me tonight, I promise I won’t hold your bullshit against you. I may ask questions, but that’s because I’m interested, okay?”

Isaac’s limpid-eyed gaze was actually heartbreaking. “Interested?” he asked.

“Well, yeah. I know you’ve only seen me around here since my grandparents moved out, but truth to tell, my grandma’s been talking about you guys since you moved in. She was so excited, right? Marriage equality passed, and wasn’t that great, and then you guys moved in and you were married. She wanted me to know that it was okay. I’d just come out to my family, and my parents were assholes about it—still are. She kept telling me about you and what a nice guy you were, and you were a teacher—which still didn’t make me want to go to college. But, you know, I feel like I know you. And….” This was embarrassing. “Watching you knit was nice. My grandma tried to teach me when I was a kid. Me and Allegra were hopeless at it. So it made me happy to watch you knit. It… it would be nice to get to know the real you after all this time, you think?”

Oh God. He’d said all that—he’d actually said all that. How embarrassing. But Isaac seemed to really be going through something tonight, and Luca felt like he needed to explain his vested interest in making sure the poor man was okay.

And it seemed to have worked.

The next look Isaac sent him was still limpid—but a little less desperate.

“Same,” he said, with a crooked smile. “Mrs. Giordano kept talking about you and Allegra. She’s, uhm….” His smile straightened out a little. “She’s really proud of you guys.”

“Well, she’s my grandma. I’d say she has to be because she’s family, but my parents are proof that you can still be assholes to your family.”

Isaac nodded emphatically. “I know that—I see my students deal with that every day.” He let out a breath. “Well, I still don’t want to dump all over you about my late husband. That seems… wrong, somehow. But maybe I can take a breath and not be so… so weird about talking to a whole other human.”

He gestured to the stools then, and Luca made himself comfortable.

“What would you like to drink?” Isaac asked over his shoulder as he went to stir the soup. “I’ve got milk, juice, wine?”

“Mmm… not that I don’t love me a glass of wine sometimes,” Luca said, “but I think I’ll stick to juice.”

“Good thought,” Isaac said dryly, going to the refrigerator and then reaching into a plain cupboard for juice glasses. “I’m obviously weird enough right now.”

“Oh, I didn’t say you shouldn’t have a glass of wine,” Luca told him, thinking it should probably be a requirement for this poor guy, “but I’ve got to drive home and make sure Allegra’s all settled in the guest bedroom.”

Isaac sent him a droll glance over his shoulder as he busied himself pouring drinks. “I think I should lay off the sauce tonight. I apparently let down enough barriers as it is.”

“We all have those days,” Luca said, accepting the orange juice appreciatively. “I swear, if Allegra hadn’t dropped the baby bomb on my lap, you’d be getting an earful about the economy and clients who bail. Although honestly this guy was totally nice about it. It wasn’t his fault some bozo crashed the supply chain and now he can’t build a cottage for his mother-in-law.” Luca shook his head. “I understand she’s a little slice of heaven too—a woman who needs her own space.”

Isaac’s delighted laugh was as unexpected as it was amazing. Low and happy, it sort of burbled up from his stomach and past his open mouth as he tilted his head back, and Luca wondered how he could get the man to do it more often.

“That’s uhm, tactful,” Isaac said, still chuckling, and then he sobered. “And generous of you to be so kind to the client. I’m sorry about the cancellation, though. It’s that sort of thing that makes having a small business so challenging, I would imagine.”

“Yeah,” Luca admitted, a little disappointed that they were on to his shit now. Isaac’s shit had been so… surprising, from such a self-contained man. “I took over the company from the guy who gave me my first job when I was in high school. Good guy, and I just kept working for him and getting certified. I….” He sighed and resisted another look-see around the quiet, bland house. “I really like doing stuff with my hands, you know? I mean, yeah, I can read a book, although audiobooks are a blessing, because they get me through the drives to the different work sites. But to make something and say, ‘Hey, that’s mine! I did that!’? It’s one of the reasons I love watching you and Grandma do the yarn thing. It’s like it’s all people magic, you know? Like math made real. All that stuff I learned in geometry and trig and physics perfected, right?”

Isaac had been pulling the beans off the stove and was in the process of putting them down on the countertop between the two place settings. After the pot was in place on the hot pad, he glanced up and smiled into Luca’s eyes.

“You know I teach math,” he said, his voice lower now, almost dreamy. “What you just said—that’s… that’s awesome. I keep trying to set up experiments and draw analogies and examples so they can see it’s not bare symbols on the page. I love that’s how you see your job.”

Luca’s stomach gave a low thud, and his pulse started a thrumming, a sort of Bugs Bunny rhumba—No sex for a year, hey! No sex for a year, hey!—and he had to remind himself again that this wasn’t a date.

That didn’t mean it wasn’t a… prelude of sorts, but definitely not a date.

After a long, quiet moment, Luca became embarrassingly aware that he was just… staring at Isaac’s dreamy-eyed smile. About math, bozo! Then Isaac seemed to startle, as if he too was remembering where he was, and he took an awkward step back from the island.

“Here,” he said quietly, “let me get the bread. I’ve been keeping it warm in the oven.”

He pulled out a bread pan covered in foil and set it on the counter, then removed the foil, moved the bread to a cutting board, and covered it with a plain white cloth napkin instead. Luca spent a moment wondering what Isaac’s kitchen would look like if he’d ever given himself a chance to decorate, and then the fresh-bread scent wafted up from under the napkin, and he almost moaned.

“God, that smells sexy,” he said, and Isaac’s throaty laughter brought him to himself again—but it didn’t do anything to diminish his baby boner.

“I love the smells of basic foods,” Isaac admitted. “Greens with balsamic and a little bit of basil or three-ingredient bread or bean soup.”

“How about hamburgers or chicken sandwiches?” Luca asked suspiciously.

“Definitely hamburgers or chicken sandwiches,” Isaac told him, eyes twinkling, “as long as there’s fresh lettuce and tomato or avocado on it.”

“I can see that,” Luca said, and then watched appreciatively as Isaac ladled the soup into each of their bowls and sliced the bread, then handed Luca a piping-hot slice on another plain napkin.

After a shy moment of acknowledgment of the simple human ceremony of breaking bread, they both dug in, and Luca had to work hard not to moan with absolute decadence.

“Oh man,” he said, after a few bites of both soup and bread, “this is amazing. I mean, I try to cook for myself a couple times a week, but this is wonderful. Thanks so much for inviting me over!”

Isaac gave him a quiet smile and took his own bite. “I guess I was feeling the need for comfort food,” he admitted. “Cooked a ham last week and wanted to use the bone, so….” He shrugged.

“What’d you do with all that food?” Luca asked. “I mean, feed an army?”

“My friend Roxy and her husband are just crazy stupid busy,” Isaac confessed. “They’ve got three kids in diapers, and Roxy’s at her wits’ end. I mean, she’s a great teacher—the kids adore her—but she’s… you know.”

“Busy,” Luca said, appreciating how much work that had to be.

“About every two weeks I’ll cook a giant family-sized meal and then bring the bulk of it to her house. She only lives a few blocks away. We have prep together—lots of gossip happens by the copy machine, you know?”

“I did not,” Luca confessed. “But now I do. So you figure out when she’ll be excited about food, then?”

“Yup.” Isaac shrugged. “See, when I cooked for me and Todd, it was always so… so involved. Small calorie-appropriate portions of things like braised salmon in honey sauce and risotto, or margherita chicken with lime yogurt sauce. And I’d be cooking for what felt like an hour or so, and then we’d eat, and that would be it.” Isaac took a blissful bite of his soup. “I spent Sunday night cooking ham, potatoes, and green bean casserole, saved a couple portions for myself, and Roxy and her husband and kids eat for a week on the rest. It’s almost the same amount of time, but it feels more important, you know?”

“And you’ll have leftovers here too,” Luca said. “Good system.”

“Well, I can send some home with you,” Isaac said with another one of those happy smiles. “And I can be Gay Uncle Isaac to Roxy’s kids, and her husband, Brian, can have me over to watch hockey, and….” His eyes darted around his plain, boring, large house. “And anyway, yeah, it’s a good system.”

Luca was hit suddenly with a terrible sense of loneliness. Not just from the aftermath of his husband’s death, but from the void the man seemed to have left before.

Tread carefully, Luca. This isn’t some guy you dragged home from a bar and then decided to keep seeing.

“So what plans you got for the place now?” he asked, and Isaac’s eyes went from his all-in-neutrals kitchen and living room back to Luca’s face.

“I don’t know,” he said softly, thinking about it. “I…” He glanced into the living room again, at the prissy little couch up on peg legs and the two not-so-comfortable wingback chairs. Everything was done in ecru, and underneath a couple of different yarn-project baskets, the table looked like it was made of glass and mirrors.

“I guess I could go shop for some more comfortable furniture,” he said, sounding surprised at himself. “And maybe an area rug that….” Suddenly his eyes went dreamy again. “They come in some lovely colors. I wouldn’t mind something like a traditional Persian rug, with deep reds and blues, and maybe some blue-gray couches and a love seat—nobody likes wingback chairs, right? And… and one of those coffee tables that pops up so you can eat dinner on top and keep magazines or crafting stuff inside?”

His smile at Luca was no longer dreamy—it was intense. “Oh wow. Where did that come from? It was like I forgot I could order stuff I like now.”

Luca gave a happy little shrug. “But I guess no time for Allegra’s blanket—”

“Oh no,” Isaac said. “No, don’t think that at all. Blankets take a couple of weeks. It’s the sort of thing you do when you sit down to watch television or listen to music or podcasts. You pull out your knitting. So if I plan now, I can purchase the yarn after school tomorrow, depending on what you want, and get a start on it. It’ll be great to have a project between this year’s hats and scarves for the students and next year’s.”

“And no more brown sweater?” Luca asked hopefully.

Isaac frowned. “I… you have to understand how expensive that yarn is. And for brown, it’s very pretty—there’s lots of blues and reds and greens in the fibers in the sunlight. It’s just that there’s so much of it. I….” He shook his head. “I’ll have to ponder it for a while,” he said with some resolution. “I don’t believe in throwing away perfectly good wool—it’s bad karma—but I do believe in repurposing it. That’s what that wool needs. A new purpose.”

Luca couldn’t have agreed more, but at this point he thought it was best to dig into his soup and nod appreciatively.

 

 

HIS NEWLY resolved quiet lasted about half an hour.

He offered to do the dishes since Isaac had cooked, and while he was loading the dishwasher and finding his way around Isaac’s orderly kitchen, Isaac ran to organize his yarn bins. After Luca had wiped the last crumb off the counter and packaged the leftovers in the containers Isaac had provided, he walked past the staircase that started in the front room and down the hallway, where, he saw, there were two guest bedrooms, a bathroom, and a den.

The yarn bins were in the den—the smallest room of the house.

But this, Luca thought, taking in the accent wall in shades of royal blue and magenta, the brilliantly colored wall hangings, and a truly delightful stained glass piece capturing moonlight over a pond full of lily pads, was where Isaac lived.

“Oh wow,” he said quietly, feeling like he’d just fallen through an IKEA catalogue to land in a fairy grotto. “Isaac, this room—”

“I know it’s terrible,” Isaac said, ducking his head and keeping his attention on the contents of one of the big plastic bins absolutely full of the fiber Isaac loved so much.

“Terrible?” Luca replied, stunned.

“Too loud, too gaudy, too precious—it’s not a room for grown-ups.”

“Too…?” Luca couldn’t breathe, he was suddenly so angry.

Isaac shrugged, still looking abashed. “It’s the one room I got to decorate—”

“I can tell,” Luca said. “It’s the best room in the house!”

Isaac glanced up, surprise all over his face. “You think?”

“My God, I was wondering where your soul was,” Luca burst out. “I… the rest of this house is so bland! This room”—and it was barely big enough for a desk, an armchair, and the yarn bins—“this room is just glorious. This room needs to spread to the rest of the house! Every room needs to be an Isaac room. You need to get more than new furniture. You need to do this to the rest of the place. It will be amazing.”

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
> P25 Fa R
SR
> TR
=
VV VVHUVVV VV >
Salanels

333
3

% e P s
s s

e o
S222nes >

> 3333

s T s

Porenn
T2

3 353 >

v

w
w

‘v VV ng,uv
VVVVVVVV

i.u
ot ot By 25250
3580322530 et PRI 250
5P 325%5% 33757 272> 23750
> 2757 32 233 %570 ol
525 525 —— ;
>332 %3

> 3730

3
> wwwww

3 333 3

VoV
v v
Y By WY iy

il






