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Rosalind unlocked their front door, with its lovely curlicue pattern in the frosted panes, eager to get out of the rain.

“But what are you doing back here?” Graham asked behind her. “Have a fight with Aiden?”

He’d handed her an excuse. Plopping into a dining chair and drying her face with a tea towel, Rosalind declined it. “Oh, there is no Aiden.”

“For a figment of your imagination, he sure had powerful bad breath.”

“I mean there hasn’t been an Aiden for weeks.”

“Ah,” he said. “So you won’t mind my having borrowed your Kenwood Hall story. I told the family we’d decided to have Christmas just the two of us.”

“Well, why don’t we?” she proposed shyly. “I mean . . . I’m starving, aren’t you?”

Of course, there was no turkey browning in the oven, no pan of roasties crusting in goose fat, but together they rustled up the very sort of ad hoc supper that Rosalind had envisioned the night before. He caramelized oodles of sticky garlic while she whisked up a toasted pumpkin-seed oil vinaigrette; he roasted walnuts for the salad while she shaved Parmesan. They’d always made a good team—in the kitchen, at least. It may have lacked cranberry sauce and mistletoe, but this holiday had, however wanly, a sense of occasion. According to her Web research, this would be their last Christmas together. So they were celebrating the end of celebration. But maybe that beat not celebrating anything at all.

“To be honest, I don’t mind taking a break from Chant,” Graham confided, adding another slug of olive oil to the garlic. “She’s a sweet kid, but . . . Lives on chips and ready-meals. Can’t tell a good Amontillado from Red Bull. And the music! Oh, and you know she really is planning to train as a dental hygienist? She said to thank you, by the way.”

“It’s a good career,” Rosalind said, grinding pepper into the dressing. “In this economy, it’s important to be doing something necessary.”

“Unlike restaurants.”

“Say La Vie will recover, sweetheart,” she said passionately, forgetting herself with the endearment.

Graham uncorked a red while the pasta water was still coming to a boil, and Rosalind popped off to what it still didn’t feel natural to call “her” bedroom, returning to sheepishly slide an overstuffed woolen knee-high on the table. She’d originally planned the stocking’s delivery for Boxing Day—always a bit of a downer. Fittingly this time, it was a day of overness, of disappointment, of closure.

“I know we shouldn’t be buying each other presents, this of all years,” she said. “But all those evenings I pretended to be with Aiden . . . Well, I had to occupy myself somehow.”

Indeed, she had applied herself to his stocking with all the ingenuity and humor that had escaped her in years previous. One by one Graham pulled out the individually wrapped cherry pitter and pastry crimper, a chocolate-mud-pie-flavored lip moisturizer, a packet of fennel pollen, Grand Marnier truffles, a miniature of avocado oil, and a clockwork chicken—all mixed in with dark-chocolate Smarties, kumquats, and books of Post-it notes for marking recipes. Seeming abashed that he’d not got her anything in return, Graham finally worked himself down to the folded, rolled-up piece of paper in the toe, beribboned like a diploma—for it betokened a graduation of sorts.

Rosalind bowed her head. “The rest is just a goof. That’s your real present.”

Graham pulled the ribbon, unfolded a page of printout, and looked baffled.

“Upmystreet dot com,” she explained. “See that graph of property prices in Sheffield?” She took a brave breath. “We can sell the house.”

Graham cocked his head. “But don’t you want candlelight with your Christmas dinner?”

“I suppose, but . . . ?”

Rolling the printout back into a cylinder, he strode to their cooker and poked the paper wand into the gas burner under the pasta pot. With the flaming page of A4, he lit the tapers on the table, then tossed the rising graph from upmystreet.com into the sink.

They sat down to dinner, and Graham raised his glass. “To negative equity!”

“To negative equity!” she returned with a boisterous clink, then tucked into a garlic pasta and rocket salad supper that, while hardly conventional, had all the makings of a long, joyous, and faithfully kept tradition.

