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To my wonderful children,
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Maxx, and Zara, 


May you always have the courage 


to pursue your dreams, 


and may all your dreams 


come true! 


I love you with all my heart and love, 
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Chapter One


Winona Farmington opened one eye and saw through the window the white wonderland she woke up to for most of the winter in Beecher, Michigan. It was a small town, almost two hours north of Detroit, with a population of ten thousand. Beecher’s main claim to fame was that it had been hit by the tenth deadliest tornado in U.S. history in the 1950s, long before Winnie was born. Nothing much had happened there since.


The other side of her double bed was cold, which meant that Rob had gotten up at least an hour before, and left for the meat processing plant where he worked. She guessed even before she glanced out the window that he hadn’t bothered to shovel after last night’s snow. The house she lived in had been her mother’s, and she owned it with her sister, Marje. Marje was already married with kids when their mother died, and she and Erik owned their own house, so Winnie stayed in the family house and they agreed that if they ever sold it, they’d split the proceeds equally. But for now at least, Marje didn’t need the money. Her husband owned a busy plumbing company, and the house was a good investment and likely to increase in value, so she’d never asked Winnie to sell it.


Rob stayed with her almost every night. He had his own apartment, but rarely went there except when they had a fight, or if he stayed out too late and got too drunk when he went out with the boys and didn’t want to hear Winnie complain about it the next morning. The rest of the time he slept at Winnie’s, did no repairs, felt no great attachment to the place, and only helped her with something minor when she asked him. He kept some clothes in her closet, but nothing too personal, and none of his favorite items to wear.


Winnie had once escaped Beecher to attend the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor, and had loved it for the three years she’d been there. She had big dreams then, and wanted to work in publishing in New York after she graduated. She’d even visited the city a couple of times with her roommates and loved it, but then her mother got sick at the end of junior year, and by the end of the summer, it looked as if she only had a few months to live. Winnie didn’t want to miss being with her mother for her final days. They’d always been close, particularly after Marje moved out after she graduated from high school when Winnie was eight. She had her mother to herself from then on, and their time together was precious. Her mother had shared with her her passion for books, the delight of Jane Austen, the Brontë sisters, her favorite authors, biographies of famous people, history, and current novels.


Winnie took the first semester of senior year off to be with her. But she was no better by Christmas, and Winnie took spring semester off as well to nurse her. It had been hard to come home to a small, quiet town, where nothing ever happened, after the excitement of the university. Coming back to Beecher was like returning to her childhood, and her whole focus was on her mother. She had no life of her own. Her friends had married right out of high school, or gone to Detroit to find better jobs than they could find in Beecher. A few had gone to college, but not many. Some even had babies by then, and Winnie suddenly had nothing in common with them. She was busy with her mother’s care.


It was never spoken, but Marje simply assumed that Winnie would be there for their mother. She had a husband and a child by then and made it clear she had no time. Winnie was single, still in college, and Marje saw no reason why Winnie’s plans couldn’t be deferred, and her dreams put on the back burner. Winnie was the obvious choice of caretaker, and she didn’t want to let her mother down. She had always given up so much for them. And Winnie didn’t want to abandon her mother in her final months. She loved her and wanted to spend as much time with her as she could.


Miraculously, and despite the doctors’ dire predictions, her mother had hung on for seven years, and even rallied several times, but never long enough for Winnie to leave again. She fought a noble battle, and finally died when Winnie was twenty-seven. By then it seemed too late to go back to college. She had a job, a house, a life, and New York and her dreams seemed as if they were on another planet. She was working as a cashier at a restaurant, and got a better job at the local printing company after that. She met Rob four months after her mother died, and the time had drifted by like a river from then on, carrying her along with it. She didn’t need a college degree for the job she had. Her own natural organizational skills and common sense were enough.


It was hard to believe she and Rob had been dating for eleven years. She wasn’t madly in love with him, but he was familiar and comfortable. They never talked about marriage or the future—they lived in the present, had dinner together on most nights, went to the movies, bowling with friends sometimes. It wasn’t what she really wanted, but there was no one else more interesting around, and suddenly she slipped from twenty-seven to twenty-nine, then turned thirty at dinner one evening with Marje, Erik, and Rob. Then just as quickly she was thirty-two and then thirty-five. They’d been together for ten years when she turned thirty-seven. And now she was thirty-eight and couldn’t figure out where the years had gone. Eleven of them, with Marje reminding her constantly that she needed to get married and start having kids before it was too late. She conveniently forgot that Winnie had spent seven years, crucial years, taking care of their mother, while Marje claimed she was too busy to help. Winnie wasn’t angry about it, but it was a fact of her life. She had sacrificed a big chunk of time, which she’d never get back.


She couldn’t see herself having kids with Rob either, and he wasn’t eager for kids or marriage. He was thirty-nine, and most of his friends were getting divorced after fifteen or twenty years of marriage. Marje and Erik had a good marriage and seemed happy enough. She knew her sister had had at least one affair, maybe two, which Marje had never admitted to, but Beecher was small, people talked, and Winnie had guessed. She didn’t know if Erik knew or not. He was a good breadwinner and a terrific father who coached Little League for their two boys. Winnie couldn’t imagine Rob doing that. He had nieces and nephews of his own who didn’t interest him much, and he referred to all of them as the “rug rats.”


Winnie had read in Cosmopolitan magazine once that women couldn’t afford dead-end relationships after the age of twenty-eight, or they ran the risk of getting stuck in them for years, and missing opportunities for marriage and children, possibly until too late to have them. The magazine had warned that you turn forty before you know it. Her mom had always cautioned her to try to find the right man and settle down before the bloom was off the rose. She wasn’t there yet, but she was getting close, with a man who didn’t set her heart on fire, took her for granted most of the time, and never told her he loved her. It wasn’t exactly a dead-end relationship, it was more of an open-ended one that just kept limping forward through the years without arriving anywhere. She wondered if he would marry her if she made a fuss about it, but she didn’t because she wasn’t sure how she felt about it herself. It was a no-frills relationship: a box of candy on Valentine’s Day if he remembered, and he almost always forgot her birthday but would take her out to dinner a few days later, if he had time. She couldn’t see the point of getting married, unless they wanted kids, and they didn’t. She wasn’t ready to have babies—she wanted to figure out what she envisioned for her future first.


“Well, you’d better figure it out pretty damn soon,” her sister scolded her. “Or you’ll wake up one day and be forty-five or fifty, and it’ll be too late, for kids anyway. It happens faster than you think.” Marje was ten years older than Winnie.


“I’m only thirty-eight,” Winnie reminded her.


“Yeah, and it seems like just last week you were twenty-eight. You won’t be young forever, Win.” Marje always liked reminding Winnie that she was getting older—it made her feel more comfortable about being middle-aged herself. It had taken Marje and Erik a long time to get pregnant, and their boys were now fourteen and seventeen. They were good kids, who had no ambition to leave Beecher. Erik expected both of them to come to work with him at his plumbing company someday, and neither of them objected. They already helped out there after school. The company was a good moneymaker, and neither boy was planning to go to college since their parents hadn’t. Winnie’s three years at Michigan, as an English major with a creative writing minor, were considered an aberration for her family. She’d gone to college before her nephews were even born, so she wasn’t an example they could relate to, and she had done nothing special with her life.


She kept herself busy with the things she loved to do. She still read voraciously and was first on the list at the library for every bestseller that came out. Her mother had been a volunteer at the town library on the weekends and instilled in her a love of books. Winnie wrote short stories from time to time, and had done well in her writing classes in college. And when her mother had gotten too sick to continue working, Winnie had taken over one of her favorite duties. She read stories to children every Saturday morning. It was also a volunteer job and she loved it. Her mother had been “The Story Lady” to the local children, and Winnie happily stepped into her shoes. She had done it at first to help her mother, who didn’t want to disappoint the children who expected her to be there on Saturdays. It gave Winnie a chance to share the gifts her mother had given her with the children. She introduced them to “The Red Shoes,” Charlotte’s Web, Stuart Little, The Little Prince, The Secret Garden, Little Women, and Nancy Drew for the slightly older girls. The children loved her and Winnie got to read her favorite childhood books again. She had a gift with the children, like her mother had, although she didn’t think so. Marje always said the books their mother read to her had bored her, while Winnie devoured them, much to their mother’s delight. Every Saturday morning, Winnie spent two hours at the library, and was “The Story Lady,” carrying on her mother’s tradition and following in her footsteps. It was Winnie’s only contact with kids, other than her two nephews, who were as uninterested in books as their mother.


Winnie’s other passion had always been horses, ever since she was a little girl. She’d had a chance to ride at a friend’s father’s farm, and had had a few lessons. She was a decent rider and her friend’s father said she was a natural. She liked to ride, but what she liked best was watching them. She had an instinctive sense for what a horse seemed to be thinking or feeling. She had walked into the corral once where they were keeping a horse that had been mistreated before they bought him. No one had been able to ride him—he was wild-eyed and terrified, bucked off anyone who tried to ride him, and kicked anyone who came near. The men at the stable said he was hopeless and they were planning to sell him again, or worse. Winnie felt so sorry for the horse that she let herself into the corral where he stood alone. She spoke softly to him as he eyed her in terror, but didn’t move. He let her stroke him, and pawed the ground next to her as one of the men watched, afraid to call out to her to stand back, stunned by what she was doing.


In time, Winnie was able to ride him, bareback with only a bridle. They called her “the horse whisperer” after that. She had a talent for taming abused horses, and people in Beecher knew it, and called on her once in a while to help them out. As far as they were concerned, she had a gift. She didn’t get a chance to use it often, but it was there. It was as if she could get into a horse’s mind and still its fears. They trusted her, and calmed down whenever she was there.


*


Winnie peeled off her flannel pajamas and got into the shower. She had a long, lean body, in contrast to Rob’s heavyset frame with a paunch. He liked drinking beer when he came home from work. Marje had put on weight, and was a different body type from Winnie, who had always been tall and slim. Winnie had dark hair, pale blue eyes, and creamy skin. With better clothes and somewhere to wear them, she would have been pretty. Their mother had been, though she had let herself go once she was widowed at thirty-three. Her husband had died in a hunting accident. Marje remembered him slightly, Winnie didn’t. Marje looked more like him, sturdy and rugged, with a tendency to put on weight after she had her kids. She envied Winnie’s slim figure, but ate too much of what she cooked for her family to lose the weight she’d gained. She’d been the prom queen in high school, but looked ten years older than she was while Winnie looked younger than her age. Winnie had never been a prom queen and didn’t care. She was always lost in the books she read.


While drying her hair, Winnie looked out the window again, trying to assess how long it would take her to shovel the driveway. She did it nearly every day since there was new snow almost every night this time of year. Rob could have, before he left for work, but never did. When she asked him to, he reminded her that it wasn’t his house and that was why he parked his truck in the street, and suggested she do the same.


She made a bowl of instant oatmeal and had a cup of coffee, bundled up in her parka and snow boots, grabbed the shovel from the garage, put on gloves, and went to work on the driveway. It took her half an hour to get the snow pushed aside and packed down enough to drive over it in her SUV, but she was only ten minutes late when she got to the printing company where she worked as the production manager. She kept all the big projects organized and on track. She had exceptional organizational skills, and thanks to her, they met all their deadlines. It wasn’t a creative job, but vital for the smooth running of the business, and she did it well.


Hamm Winslow, her boss, came out of his office and glared at her. She hated the job, and her boss, but it was decent money. He owned the printing company, and had been her boss for the last ten years. Her best friend, Barb, worked there too. She had a more menial job than Winnie, but was good with layouts, and very visual.


“Nice of you to come in before lunchtime,” he said snidely. He always had something unpleasant to say, and had no respect for his employees, or anyone for that matter. He was a miserable person.


“Sorry, my driveway was iced up,” she said blandly.


“Whose isn’t? You expected to wake up in Hawaii, maybe? Get up earlier, don’t come in here late again. Got it?” He was even nastier to the women who worked for him than the men, and he got away with it.


“Sorry.” He was always angry and complaining about something. Nothing was ever done fast enough or well enough for him, and he took pleasure in pointing out publicly the mistakes they made. “He’s in a great mood,” Winnie commented under her breath as she slipped into her seat at the desk next to Barb’s. They’d gone to middle school and high school together, and Barb had gone to junior college and got her two-year associate’s degree, which didn’t seem to make much difference. She’d been dating Pete for four years—they’d gotten engaged a few months before, and were planning to get married next summer. Her future husband was a dentist and a nice guy. She spent all her spare time now planning the wedding. They were going to have the reception at the local hotel. Barb wanted to work in his office after they were married and quit the job she had, which would leave Winnie to face the ogre alone. She wasn’t looking forward to it.


“Somebody screwed up a big order for the bank,” Barb whispered to her. “You should have heard him yelling ten minutes ago.”


“Glad I missed that,” Winnie whispered back, shot a smile at Barb, and turned on her computer. It felt just like high school, and middle school before that, when they sat next to each other in class. Barb opened a drawer and pointed to three bridal magazines in it and Winnie laughed.


“I’m throwing the bouquet at you, you know. You’d better be ready to catch it,” Barb said, smiling.


“I’ll be sure to duck,” Winnie said, checking on an order she had on her screen. It wasn’t ready yet, and they were getting close to deadline. She was going to get on the production department about it immediately. Hamm never realized how vital her services were to him, or never showed it if he did. He never praised her or thanked her.


“Rob is a great guy, you should marry him. It’s time, Win,” Barb said as a follow-up to her comment about the bouquet.


“Who says?” she said, looking unconcerned.


“We’re getting old!”


“At thirty-eight? You sound like my sister. She got married right out of high school. Thank God we didn’t do that. She could be a grandmother by now, for God’s sake. Now there’s a scary thought.”


“You’ll be old enough to be one by the time you start having kids, if you don’t hurry up.” There was nothing else to do in Beecher except marry, have kids, go bowling, and play softball in the summer. She didn’t say it, but Winnie wanted more than that, much more. Barb had been engaged once before, after years of dating the same guy, and it hadn’t worked out. He’d cheated on her constantly. Now she was ready to settle down, and in a hurry to have babies. Winnie wasn’t. “Who are you waiting for? Bradley Cooper? Send him a map. You’ve got everything you need right now.” That wasn’t how Winnie saw it, but she didn’t say it. She didn’t know what she wanted, but she knew this wasn’t it, working for Hamm Winslow for the rest of her life. And she wasn’t sure Rob was it either. After eleven years, she knew things weren’t going to get any better than they were now. Their relationship was lackluster at best, but not bad enough to walk away from either. It wasn’t exciting, or romantic. Rob said only women, and men with low testosterone, were romantic and liked all that mushy crap. That was one way to look at it. She didn’t expect him to throw roses at her feet, but a little more attention might be nice. Like shoveling the driveway for her once in a while, so she wouldn’t be late for work and didn’t have to start the day cold and tired. He could have done at least that for her, particularly since he slept there most nights. He bought groceries occasionally, which he thought was a big deal. He always said she owned the house after all, and she wasn’t paying rent, so she could afford to pay for her own food. There was nothing gallant about Rob.


Both women got busy at work then, and Winnie went to push the production department. At the end of the day, Barb turned to her with a question.


“How about dinner at my place tonight? Pete is going to a dental conference in Detroit.”


“I’m having dinner at my sister’s,” Winnie said with a sigh.


“That should be fun. Not.”


“Yeah, but she makes a big fuss about it when I don’t see her for a while. She claims the boys miss me. I know they don’t. They don’t even talk to me when I’m there. I wouldn’t have at their age either.”


“Have a good time,” Barb said with a smirk, and they both left work and got in their cars. It was already dark, bitter cold, and the roads were icy. But it was only two miles to Marje and Erik’s house and Winnie was a careful driver. She let herself in the back door when she got there, and the boys, Jimmy and Adam, were watching TV in the basement playroom. You could hear it all the way up to the front door. And, as usual, the house was a mess. No one ever cared. Marje’s strong suit was not keeping house, and she made no apology for it. Erik was used to it and didn’t seem to see it. Whenever the mess got to him, he cleaned it up himself.


She found Marje in the kitchen, getting dinner ready. It was pot roast, which seemed like a hearty meal for a cold night. Her sister was a good cook, and her family were all big eaters. Winnie wasn’t, but it smelled good anyway. Marje was lucky, she hadn’t had a job in years. She was a stay-at-home mom, thanks to Erik’s business, and she got a new car every two years. She drove a Cadillac Escalade, which was a lot nicer than Winnie’s six-year-old SUV.


“How was work?” Marje asked, as she checked on the pot roast and smiled at Winnie. They were very different, but there was a sisterly bond between them. Marje blamed their mother for encouraging Winnie to be a dreamer. Marje had made fun of her when Winnie had written a paper once in high school about why Mr. Darcy from Pride and Prejudice was her favorite hero of all time and she wanted to marry a man like him. Winnie loved stories from another century, preferably set in England, which her sister thought was ridiculous. Marje loved watching reality shows, and still never read a book. Their mother had given up trying to encourage Marje to read in her teens, and shared her love of books with her younger daughter.


“Work was okay,” Winnie answered. “Hamm is such a jerk. He’s not happy unless he’s beating someone up and humiliating them in front of everyone else. It gets pretty old.” But they both knew the money was good, and Winnie had seniority now. She didn’t want to start over somewhere else, which was part of what kept her with Rob too. What if she never met anyone and never had another date? It was easier to stick with “the devil she knew,” at work and with Rob.


They talked for a few minutes about Erik and the kids while Winnie set the table and Marje slid into her favorite subject.


“So what’s happening with you and Rob?”


“Nothing. Don’t start that, please. We both go to work, he comes over at night, we fall asleep, and go back to work the next day.”


“Sounds very exotic,” Marje said, “and a lot like marriage. You’ve had years of practice. You might as well just do it one of these days.”


“Why are you so hot for me to get married?” It always annoyed her. It was the only thing they ever talked about.


“I don’t want your life to pass you by. Trust me, at your age it starts to fly. I don’t want you to miss it.”


“I’m not missing anything. I’m happy.”


“Really? You don’t like your job, your boss is a horse’s ass, you’re not crazy about your boyfriend, and what else is there in your life?”


“What’s in your life?” Winnie volleyed back. “Erik and the kids. That’s no more exciting than mine.”


“It suits me,” Marje said, and Winnie knew it did. “You’ve always been such a dreamer, I’m just afraid you’re going to dream your life away, waiting for some kind of magic to happen. There’s no magic, Winnie. This is all we get.” It sounded sad to Winnie.


“You mean I don’t get to be Cinderella when I grow up? Mom always said I could be anything I wanted to be. That’s why I went to college and wanted a job in New York.” It would have been so much more than what she had here.


“Well, that didn’t happen, so you’ve got to work with what you’ve got. ‘Bloom where you’re planted,’ as they say.” That was very philosophical for Marje, and Winnie smiled.


“Very profound. Don’t I look like I’m blooming?” she teased her sister. She knew Marje meant well, or thought she did, although she could be a pain in the neck at times. And there was a wide chasm between them. They were so different and always had been. That hadn’t changed.


“Actually,” Marje said, narrowing her eyes to study her, “you look depressed. Why don’t you get highlights or something, or change your hair color? Rob might like it.” It was always about Rob and what might make him propose. Marje had dyed blond hair with three inches of dark roots. Winnie’s was her natural dark brown, almost black, color. Their mother used to say she looked like Snow White.


“He likes me the way I am,” Winnie argued. “And I’m not depressed. I accept my life as it is.” But she thought about what she’d said again on the way home. Did she accept her life? Had she made her peace with it? Did she still want more? Did she have a right to it? She was no longer sure. Dinner at her sister’s had been the way it always was, always the same conversation between the adults, about work or the kids, brief chaos when the boys joined them at the table, and then Winnie went home to her empty house. Rob was bowling with friends that night.


She turned on the lights when she got home and sat in front of the fireplace in the living room for a few minutes. She remembered when she used to sit there with her mother, in the last years of her life, talking about the books they read, and the dreams the stories spawned. She still thought she was going back to college in those days, but they never talked about that because it would only happen after her mother was dead. And then she didn’t go back anyway.


She heard the front door open behind her and turned to see Rob walk in and shake the snow off his boots. He was a big, burly guy with lumberjack looks, and didn’t talk a lot. His family was originally from Norway, and there was a raw, hearty look to him. She had expected him to come home later, as he usually did.


“You’re home early.” She smiled at him. “I just got home from Marje and Erik’s.”


He went to get a beer, popped it open and took a sip, and sat down on the couch next to her with the can in his hand. “Everyone was tired tonight, and two of the guys were sick. We called it a night early, and went to Murphy’s Bar for a while.” She could smell it on his breath. He wasn’t an alcoholic, but he drank a lot. He said it was the Scandinavian in him. Her brother-in-law drank just as much. Most of the women she knew didn’t. “What are you doing in here?” He looked around the room they never sat in. They either sat in the kitchen or her bedroom. There was an old-lady quality to the living room. She hadn’t changed anything since her mother died. It was full of her mother’s things, and some antiques she’d inherited from her grandmother. Winnie kept the room as a kind of shrine.


“I was just thinking of my mom when I got home, and the books we used to read. At the end, I used to read aloud to her. Rebecca was one of her favorites.” She didn’t know why she was telling Rob, she knew he didn’t care. Just the thought of reading a book put him to sleep.


“That sounds maudlin,” he said matter-of-factly, chugged his beer, and got up. “I’m beat. I’m going to bed.”


She turned off the lights and followed him upstairs. He turned on the TV in her bedroom, dropped his clothes on the floor, and climbed into bed while she took a shower, in case he wanted to make love. Their sex life was pretty good, despite his lack of romantic sensibilities. He was great in bed when he was in the right mood. It had been part of the glue that held them for the last eleven years, the strongest thing between them.


She started talking to him when she got out of the shower, and he didn’t answer. She walked into the bedroom, and he was sound asleep on his back, snoring loudly. The beers on his bowling night had caught up with him. She looked at him for a moment, put on her pajamas, and tiptoed downstairs to her mother’s bookcase. She knew exactly where the book was that she wanted, she hadn’t read it in years. Jane Eyre. She ran back upstairs with it and got into bed, smiling as she held it. It was like a visit with her mother, and a trip back in time, as she opened the familiar book. There was always something comforting about holding her mother’s books. She loved the familiar feel and smell of them. The pages were yellowed, and it was like meeting up with an old friend as she began reading, and Rob continued to snore next to her. She knew that when she woke up in the morning, he’d be gone again, and he wouldn’t have shoveled the driveway for her if it snowed during the night. Nothing was ever going to change. But as she read the book her mother had given her as a young girl, nothing around her mattered, and her real life faded away. That was one of the best things about reading—she could just disappear and forget everything she didn’t like about her life.









Chapter Two


The printing business where Winnie worked was always busy in December, with calendars and Christmas cards, and end-of-the-year reports to deliver. They could hardly keep up and Winnie and Barb had to work late almost every night. Winnie was planning to spend Christmas Eve and Christmas Day with Marje and Erik and their boys as she always did. And Rob went to relatives in Detroit. They never spent Christmas together. His mother was in a nursing home in Detroit. Winnie had never met her. She had Alzheimer’s so there wasn’t much point. He’d never invited her to meet his other relatives. They didn’t have that kind of relationship, he said. With the exception of his bowling league, they spent most of their time together alone, in a kind of bubble suspended in time. She had promised to make dinner for him the night before Christmas Eve, and hurried home from work to do it. He brought venison he’d shot with a friend. Winnie cooked it from a recipe she found on the Internet, and it was delicious. Rob was impressed. She had poured him a glass of red wine with dinner, but he said he’d rather stick with beer.


“That was a damn fine meal,” he said, smiling at her. “I didn’t think you could cook like that.”


“Neither did I. The recipe was easy.”


“What are you doing for Christmas?” he asked, as though he expected it to be different.


“I’ll be with Marje as usual, same as every year.” The holidays always made her miss her mother, but she didn’t want to tell him that. He wasn’t the kind of man you exposed your soft side to. It would have made him uncomfortable, and Winnie feel too vulnerable.


“Well, save New Year’s Eve for me. We can go to Murphy’s for dinner, and hang out till midnight, and then come back here.” It was his favorite bar, and she knew he’d spend half the evening shooting pool with his pals who hung out there too. She had nothing else to do. They’d been going to Murphy’s on New Year’s for eleven years. Her life with him was one long déjà vu, but she never met other single men.


She brought out her presents for him then: a heavy cobalt-blue sweater, a black knit cap, and some thermal gloves with a heated panel that you could put in the microwave to warm them up. He said he really liked them. The sweater fit him perfectly, the hat was warm, and he said the gloves were great.


“They’ll keep your hands warm while you shovel my driveway,” she teased him, and he grinned.


“Then I guess I should have gotten a pair for you,” he shot back at her, and then went out to his truck to get his gift for her. It was a medium-sized box in silver Christmas paper with red ribbon. She opened it and found another sweater. He gave her one every year. This year’s was yellow, and when she took it out of the box, she saw that there was a black lace G-string in the box too. He loved seeing her in sexy underwear and bought it for her himself, since she never did. “Why don’t you put it on and show me,” he said. She reached for the sweater, surprised he wanted to see it, and he stopped her and handed her the G-string. “Not the sweater,” he said, laughing at her with a lustful look. There was something about the underwear he gave her that always made her feel cheap. It usually had rhinestones on it, or tassels, or an arrow pointing toward the crotch, but to keep him happy, she disappeared and came back wearing it with the sweater she’d had on, and high heels.


“Come on, baby, take off the sweater.” He was leering at the G-string, and with her long legs, she looked sensational in it. She peeled off the sweater, pretending to strip for him, and she was wearing a black lace bra that almost matched the lace G-string. “Now that’s more like it!” He grabbed her as soon as she got near him, and lifted her off the ground in his powerful arms and laid her on the couch. He had his own clothes off and was on top of her immediately, making deep guttural sounds. Everything about him was familiar to her. He was an adept lover and knew what she liked best, but there was nothing tender about his lovemaking. He was too aroused by the thong he had given her to wait for long, and he came with a shudder and a fierce shout, then lay still on top of her.


“God, I love you in that underwear,” he said, as she looked up at him. It always had the same effect on him. The gift was more for himself than for her, but she always went along with it. She knew it meant a lot to him. They went upstairs then and made love again, and it reminded her why she stayed with him. She couldn’t imagine the sex being as good with anyone else, and finally, exhausted and happy, he rolled over and fell asleep. She got up, put a bathrobe on, and went downstairs to clean up the kitchen. She picked up the G-string from the living-room floor and put it in her bathrobe pocket, and then went back upstairs and slid into bed next to him. She knew there should have been something more with him, but there wasn’t, just hot sex when she wore the right underwear and a warm body in her bed. He still hadn’t told her he loved her. He never did. And when she woke up in the morning, he was gone. He hadn’t stayed to wish her a merry Christmas, or left a note to say so. He figured he had given her his best gift the night before, on the couch and in her bed. She knew it was all he had to give and all she’d ever get from him, other than a sweater once a year and sexy underwear.


She shoveled the light snow from her driveway and left for work. Everyone was in a festive mood. Their office party was set for noon, with a buffet from an Italian restaurant, and after lunch, they could all leave. The office would be closed for a week. No one needed to have anything printed between Christmas and New Year’s Day. Even Hamm, the original Scrooge, was willing to give them the week off.


“Did you bring your present for the game?” Barb whispered to her, as she took hers out of her desk right before lunch. The whole office played the white elephant game every year. Each employee bought a gift that cost roughly twenty dollars, wrapped it anonymously, and put it in a pile. They all drew numbers and took turns picking a gift in order. The other employees could steal any gift they wanted twice, from whoever picked it, and after that they were safe and could keep the gift they had. And the person a gift was stolen from would get another turn. It usually led to jovial screams of protest as a gift someone wanted was taken, and shouts of victory when someone else got to keep it or stole it back. Some of the gifts were really fun, most weren’t. Winnie thought that she should put Rob’s Christmas G-string in the game one year. She was tired of getting them, but she had bought something respectable for the game, a good-looking cheese platter someone could use over the holidays. There were bottles of wine, and an assortment of odd-shaped gifts people were eyeing, trying to guess what they were.


“Of course I brought a gift,” she said to Barb, going out to her car to get it, and putting it in with the others. “I never get lucky with this game,” she said to Barb in a whisper as they each picked a number. “I’ve gotten a set of coasters three years in a row, and I never have guests over. I’ve had a jeweled tissue box, a leatherette pencil cup, and a pair of mittens with reindeer on them.”


“I hope you get mine,” Barb whispered, and pointed to where it was. “Trust me, you’ll love it.” Winnie smiled at how excited she was, and indicated which one was hers.


The game had begun and their coworkers were already stealing bottles of wine from each other by then, and a bottle of vodka. There was a nice-looking plaid shirt, three pairs of wool socks, a wool hat that looked like a polar bear, an Italian cookbook, and a pair of light-up Christmas earrings that three of the women wanted and kept stealing. The game started getting loud and boisterous halfway through. Barb got Winnie’s cheese platter and loved it, someone else stole it, and she got it back, and Winnie decided to trust her and picked Barb’s gift, opened it and found two DVD sets of a TV series she’d heard of but never seen. The actors in the photograph were wearing clothes from the 1920s, there was a castle in the background, and it was set in England. The series had been a big hit and was still on TV. Barb had given her the first two seasons, and knew from veiled inquiries that Winnie had never seen it.


“You’re going to love it,” Barb promised her. “They’re in their sixth season now.” It was called Beauchamp Hall, which Barb said the British pronounced “Beecham,” and was about a fancy family. Winnie was a little disappointed—she never watched TV, and would rather read a book, which was why she’d never seen it. She hoped someone would steal it from her, so she could pick something else, but no one did. The game ended, and Barb clutched the cheese platter, saying Pete would love it. Winnie put the DVDs in her purse and told Barb that she was thrilled and could hardly wait to see the show, which wasn’t true.


They all enjoyed the buffet lunch of lasagna and pesto ravioli after that. They’d been allowed to drink wine to go with it since the office was closing after lunch. Hamm was feeling very expansive, and even gave Winnie a flirtatious look after a glass of wine. Everyone was careful not to drink too much since they had to drive home on snowy roads. There was eggnog without alcohol too, and Winnie opted for that. Barb had two glasses of wine since Pete was picking her up.


“What did Rob give you for Christmas?” she asked Winnie as they ate tiramisu for dessert.


“A yellow sweater and black lace underwear. He gives me the underwear every year, it’s for him.”


“I wish Pete would give me something like that,” she said, giggling.


“It gets old after a while.”


“Well, I know what you’ll be doing on Christmas night,” Barb said with a gleeful look.


“No, he’s visiting his relatives in Detroit like he does every year. And staying to see friends afterwards. And he’s going to visit his mother in the nursing home there. Besides, we did that last night,” she replied, laughing at her friend’s comment, and Barb shook her head.


“No! I meant you were going to watch the DVDs of Beauchamp Hall. You’ve got to watch it, Winnie. The way you love period stories, you’re going to die. The costumes are gorgeous and the characters are fantastic. And they shoot it in a real castle in England, I forgot what it’s called.”


“Oh . . . of course . . . I’ll watch it before we come back to work,” Winnie promised, feeling as though she’d been given homework. She’d never gotten involved in watching a series, and for some reason the idea didn’t appeal to her. But she didn’t want to offend her friend, and now she felt she had to see it. She wished again that someone had stolen it from her. Another set of coasters would have been better.


“You have to call me the minute you’ve seen it. I want to know what you think,” Barb insisted. “Believe me, you’ll be hooked after the first episode. They’re starting to shoot the seventh season now in England. Pete loves it too.” Winnie knew one thing for sure: she wouldn’t be watching it with Rob—he’d have a fit and laugh her out of the room.


“What are you giving Pete for Christmas, by the way?”


“An espresso machine. It’s what he said he wanted. He’s giving me a really fancy new Cuisinart. I already know. I saw it in his car.” She looked faintly disappointed. “What did you give Rob?”


“We have a sweater exchange every year. And I gave him heated gloves so he could shovel my driveway. He didn’t take the hint.”


Pete came to pick her up, as expected, and the two women hugged and wished each other a merry Christmas, and agreed to talk during the week. Barb made Winnie promise she’d watch the DVDs as soon as she could. They were in her purse and she forgot about them when she got home. She picked up Jane Eyre for a while, and then dressed for dinner at her sister’s, and put her gifts for them in her car. She had autographed basketballs from the Detroit Pistons for both boys. She had bought a dress that Marje had said she wanted that she got on the Internet, and the same heated gloves for Erik that she’d gotten for Rob, since Erik did shovel their driveway.


She arrived just as Marje was putting the finishing touches on dinner, and the Christmas tree was lit. Winnie had a small one at her house, which Rob said was silly, since she didn’t have kids and it just made a mess. But it smelled delicious and Winnie loved having a tree every year, even if it wasn’t big. The one at her sister’s house touched the ceiling, with an angel on top that had been their mother’s and reminded them both of their childhood. Winnie had agreed to let her have it, since Marje had kids.


Erik served her a glass of spiked eggnog, and then they sat down to dinner. Marje had made turkey and it was delicious, and they all had second helpings of the stuffing until it ran out. It was the perfect Christmas meal. Afterwards they sat in the living room, listening to Christmas carols and opening their gifts. After they got their basketballs, the boys went downstairs to the playroom to play video games. Their parents had bought them a new, bigger flat-screen TV. Marje had given Winnie a new pair of red Uggs, which she always wore around the house on cold nights. Marje gave her a pair every year. Like the sweater from Rob, it wasn’t a surprise. But Marje loved her dress from Winnie. Marje always said she didn’t have time to shop and didn’t enjoy it anyway.


It was a cozy family Christmas. They asked where Rob was, and she said he was in Detroit with his relatives, as always, and would be back later in the week. At midnight they all went to mass. She got home at one-thirty in the morning and slipped into bed, thinking about Rob. He hadn’t called her, but she thought he might on Christmas Day. He didn’t like holidays as much as she did, and didn’t always call her. He thought holidays were for families and married couples, not for people who were just dating. After eleven years, she was just a “date,” but he wasn’t much more than that to her. And as she thought about it, she fell asleep.


*


Winnie woke up to bright sun on the snow on Christmas Day. It looked like a Christmas card. She lay in bed reading for a while, and dressed in time for lunch at her sister’s, which was casual and would be a meal of leftovers from the night before. Erik and the boys would watch football on TV all day. It gave the two sisters time to talk.


“Have you heard from Rob?” Marje asked with interest and Winnie shook her head.


“I don’t expect to. He’s not big on holidays, and he’s probably busy with his family, or his mother at the nursing home.” He was good about that, which Marje always said was a good sign, but of what?


“How depressing,” Marje said sympathetically.


“Yes, it is. He doesn’t talk about it much. He says she doesn’t recognize him anymore. He goes a few times a year, but she has no idea who he is.”


“The poor guy needs a family,” she said meaningfully and Winnie laughed. Her sister was never subtle.


“He has one, and so do I. You’re all I need, big sister,” she said warmly.


“That would be pathetic. Don’t you want to be more than just Aunt Winnie? Don’t you want to be a mom one day?”


“To be honest, I’m not sure,” she said seriously. “I’ve been thinking about it. Maybe I’m just not the marrying kind, or meant to have kids.” She enjoyed the children at the library for two hours a week but never longed to have her own, at least not yet.


“What would you do for the rest of your life without children?” Marje couldn’t imagine it. Erik and the boys were her whole life and her job.


“Maybe I’d be happy. I’d still like to do some writing one day. I always wanted to do that after college, but I never got the chance. I’d love to try, short stories like I used to write, or something.” She had published several in a magazine in college, and their mother was very proud.


“Mom always said your stories were good.” Marje had never read them.


“She was prejudiced.” Winnie laughed. But their mother was also well-read and intelligent, even though she hadn’t gone to college. She had inspired Winnie and encouraged her to write. It had just never happened, except in her creative writing classes, which didn’t really count.


At the end of the day, Marje switched on one of the reality shows she loved, and Winnie watched it with her. It was a group of housewives in Las Vegas, who all looked like hookers, had set up a Christmas meal together, and were joined by their husbands at the end of the show. The men looked like gangsters and the women were squeezed into tight, sexy dresses with big hairdos, too much makeup, and tons of jewels. The dining room the show was shot in looked like a bordello. Winnie was mesmerized and couldn’t believe what she was seeing, and Marje was glued to it with delight. She told Winnie which ones were her favorite women on the show.


“You watch this regularly?” She was amazed.


“I never miss a show. Today is their Christmas special.” Winnie couldn’t imagine watching it again, or caring about the women involved, but Marje felt as though they were her friends. And she said the dress Winnie had given her that she had wanted was vaguely inspired by the women on the show. Winnie had already noticed that all of them looked as though they had breast implants—their breasts were huge, and their lips were puffed up with collagen. Nothing about them was real.


At the end of the show, Winnie got up to leave. She went downstairs to see Erik and the boys, thanked them for her gift and wished them a merry Christmas again, then she hugged her sister. It was snowing outside again, and she wanted to get home before it got too deep.


When she got home, she made herself a cup of tea and sat in her kitchen, watching the snow falling. Rob called her from Detroit.


“How was your Christmas?” he asked her.


“Really nice with Marje and Erik and the kids. What about yours?”


“It was great. We went to a bar to shoot pool for a while last night, then we came home. I haven’t stopped eating since I got here.”


“How’s your mom?” she asked carefully, not wanting to upset him.


“I’m seeing her tomorrow. She doesn’t know it’s Christmas anyway.” But what if she did, even if she didn’t recognize him? It seemed so sad to her. “We’re going out for dinner tonight with some cousins I haven’t seen in years. They’re here from Miami.” It all sounded foreign to her, since she didn’t know any of the people. He only had one brother and he hadn’t seen him in years. The people he visited in Detroit were aunts and uncles and cousins, but Winnie could never keep any of it straight. “I’ll see you when I get back. You’ll have to model your Christmas gift for me again.” She wasn’t sure why, but he made her feel cheap when he said it, like a hooker he was hiring for the night. She loved having sex with him, but not by masquerading as a stripper, or pretending to be a whore, even if just for him. She didn’t answer and changed the subject.


“I hope you have a great dinner,” she said vaguely.


“What are you doing tonight?”


“Going to bed, I’m exhausted. Too much food, and I was up late last night after church. I’ll probably read in bed.”


“My cousin gave me a couple of great porn films for Christmas. We’ll watch them when I come home.” His saying it made her think of the DVDs she’d won in the white elephant game. She hated porn films and didn’t want to see any more of his. But Rob loved them—they aroused him, and he always wanted to have sex with her while they were watching, imitating what was happening on the screen. She avoided watching them with him whenever she could. There were still things about him that gave her the creeps, even after eleven years. At least he wasn’t addicted to porn, but he liked it a lot. She had let him know as often as possible that it wasn’t her thing. Rob was more about sex than about love. He was good at sex, but love wasn’t in his repertoire. “See you when I get back, Win,” he said and they hung up. No I love you, no Merry Christmas. Same old Rob.


She went up to her bedroom then, got into bed and reached for the copy of Jane Eyre on her night table, and remembered the DVDs again. She had no interest in them, but thought that if she watched one, she could fake it to Barb about the other ones when she asked her. She decided to get it over with. She had nothing else to do that night. She looked at the boxes when she took them out of her purse. Each season had eight episodes that were each an hour long, and a two-hour Christmas special at the end. Barb had given her two seasons. Twenty hours of TV, way too much, but if she watched an episode or two, maybe Barb wouldn’t care about the rest.
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